tJOVERNMENT OF DTOIA 

arcileol'ogical survey of INDU 


CENTRAL 

^ .ARCHCOLOCICAL ‘ 
LIBRARY 


ACCESSION NO. _ ^*0 "g 

2 92 


CALL No.. 




















MYTHS OF THE GREEKS AND ROMANS 



i'r 






- 





MYTHS OF THE 
GREEKS AND ROMANS 

189S8 

' Michael Grant 

dRdf Vke-CkancelloT 
fsf the Queen^s Unhersity Belfast 



WEIDENFELD AND NICOLSON 

20 MEW BOND STREET LONDON W1 


Munshi Ram 

Oiiiaci.1 4. Fitfuiga flook-Selli£», 
P.B. 1165. Nu iihtmk. DELHI^ 





© 1962 hy Mkhatl Grant 


CK^THAI, ARrtri.KOLOOICAL 

LIJi*iAIiY, KE\Y DELHI. 


A*t. Na .l?nS«. 

Date .3.1,.A,, 63 .. 

CU Up. 






PRINTED LN OlEAT VlltAIN 
IN POINT EFDlflAltDT 

nr C. TINLINQ AN& CSX, tTU, 
1.11EWOOL, USh’DON AND PITSOCrT 
i 7 /oot<s 



/ 


CONTENTS 


\ 






i 

■S 




Foreword page scvii 

PART /.* THE HEROES OF HOMER 


t THE WRATH OF ACHILLES 
I The Story Told m the liind 

ii Troy and Homer 

iii Achilles: Helen 

iv The Qualities of a Hero 
V The Hero and His Gods 

2 ODYSSEUS 

i The Story Told in the Odyssey 

ii Odysseus 

iii Ever-repeated Talcs 

iv Beyond the World*s End 

FART 11; ZEUS, APOLLO, DEMETER 

3 THE RISE OF ZEUS 

i The Story Told in the Tke^gany 

ii Myths of Creation 

iii Zeus Was Not Always There 

iv The Destruction of the Rebels 

4 APOLLO AND DEMETER 

i The Story' Told in the Hymn ro Apotlo 

ii The Brilliant God of Hellenism 


27 


70 


99 


133 


V 



CONTENTS 


iii The Story Told in the Hymn lo Demeter 

iv Mother Earth 

V Myth and Ritual 

PART Hit AGAMEMNON AND PROMETHEUS 

5 THE HOUSE OF AGAMEMNON 163 

i The Stoiy of the OresUm Told by Aeschylus 

ti Tragic Drama Chooses Myth 
iii The God Who Exacts the Price 
IV To O^Neill, Eliot and Sartre 

6 FltOMETHEUS * 200 

i The Stor)' of the Pri>nuJkttts Bound Told by Aeschylus 

ii The Resistance Hero 

PART IVt OEDIPUS AND ANTIGONE 

7 OEI>lt»US 

i The Stor>' of the Kmg Oedipus Told by Sophocles 

ii Why is Oedipus Destroyed? 

iii The Oedipus Complex 

iv Oedipus at Colonus 

S ANTIGONE 

i The Story of the Antigme Told by Sophocles 

ii WTio is Right and Who is W'rong? 

PART V: HERACLES AND DIONYSUS 

9 KERACLES WHO CONQUERS DEATH 253 

t The Story of the Akestls Told by Euripides 

ii A New Look at the Myths 

iii The Harrowing of Hell 

10 DIONYSUS WHO GIVES ECSTASY 275 

i The Story of the BaeeEjw Told by Euripides 

ii The Irresistible Irrational 

vi 


215 


238 


CONTENTS 

PART VI: HEROIC SEARCHERS 


II THE QUEST FOR THE GOLDEN FLEECE 

i The Stor)' of the Argonautka Told by Apollonius 

ii Alexandrians and Victorians 


289 


12 THE QUEST FOR A LOST WIFE 

i The Story of Orpheus and Eurydice Told by Virgil 

ii The Holy Orphic Books 

iii The Poetic Elxpression of M>ih 


304 


13 THE QUEST FOR A NEW HOME 

i^ The Sto^ of the Aeneid Told by Virgil 


ii Nationalism and Guilt 

iii The Two Gates of Sleep 


325 


14 THE QUEST FOR A ROMAN PAST 


349 


i The Story of Romulus Told by Livj' 

ii Patriotic Foundation-myth 

iii The Stories of Tarquin and Horadus Told by Livy 

iv History in Legend 

PART VII : THE THOUSAND FACES OF LOVE 

15 OVID 375 

i Changes of Shape 

ii Loves Sad and Heavy 

iii Loves Triumphant 

iv Pious Couples Rewarded 

16 THE INVISIBLE LOVER 408 

i The Story of Cupid and Psyche Told by Apuleius 

ii Fairy-Story 

iii Allegory? 

17 HE DIED FOR LOVE 425 

i The Story of Hero and Leander Told by Musaeus 

ii Autumnal Tint 


Vll 


CONTENTS 


Maps 

431 

Some Additional Myths 

443 

Notes for Further Reading 

445 

Chapter Notes 

4Si 

Index 

461 


vm 



ILLUSTRATIONS 


BftjfiCfn pages 240 and 241 


1 Menelaus amd Helen on a red-figured vase; British Mtiseum 
£26^ (Photo; British Museum) 

2 Menebus and Hector on a plate from Rhodes; British Museum 
Aj4g (Photo: British Museum) 

3 Achilles and Ajax on a black-figured vase from Athens; Etruscan 
Mustum^ Rome (Photo: Andcrson-Mansell 42022) 

4 Ajax and Achilles on a hand le of the Fran9ois vase; Afckaeologkal 
Museum^ Florence (Photo: Hirmer Verbg, Munich) 

5 Achilles and Penthesilea on a black-figured vase; Briush Museum 

(Photo: British Museum) 

6 The ghost of Achilles on a black-figured vase; British Museum 
B240 (Photo: British Museum) 

7 Achilles and Patroclus on a kylii from Vulci; Ehem. Stastlkhe 
Museen^ Berlin {AntikenaMeilung) (Photo: Staatliche Museen) 

S Helen and Priam on a red-figured plate; Municipal Museum^ 
Tarquink (Photo: Municipal Museum) 

9 Odysseus, Diomede, and Dolon on a red-figured vase; British 
Museum FiSf (Photo: British Museum) 

10 Lcda and the Swan, drawing by Michelangelo; National Galieryf 
London (Photo: Mansell Collection) 

11 The Judgment of Paris by Renoir; CoUeeiion of Henry P, 
Mcllhenny^ Philadelphia (Photo: by courtesy of the owner) 

12 Late Minoan three-handled bowl; British Museum (Photo: 
British Museum) 


IX 


ilLVSTRATlONS 

13 Greet jug of the Geometric period; British Mufcum (Photo: 
British Museum) 

t4 Corinthian bowl of the orientalizing period; Bntiih Mustum 
C68$ (Photo: British Museum) 

[3 Geometric ftineral vase; Nstiom^i Mtacum^ ^jAens (Photo: 
Aiinari) 

16 Posidon on a silver coin of Postdonia (Paestum); ^n'fijA Museum 
(Photo: P. F- Macdonald) 

17 Odysseus on a red-figured vase; BTttish AfuKuiff (Photo: 
Giraudon 33?j8o) 

18 Odysseus and Calypso on a terracotta from Tanagra (Photo: 

Gitaudon) * 

ig The Retitm of Odysseus by Piniuricchio; Ndtsomil Gallery^ 
London (Photo: Mansell) 

20 GUgamesh, colossal Assyrian statue; Lotare, Paris (Photo: 
Giraudon 27356) 

21 Gilgamcsh and Enkidu on a green-stone seal; British Museum 
(Photo: British Museum) 

22 Mount Olympus, Gr«x::e (Photo: Paul Boissonnas, Geneva) 

23 Zeus on a silver coin of Elis; British Museum (Photo: P, F* 
Macdonald) 

24 Marduk and Tiamat, lapis lazuli cylinder; Verderasiatisekes 
Museum^ Berlin (Photo: Staatllche Museen) 

25 Eros on a bronze Etruscan mirror; British Museum (Photo: 
British Museum) 

26 Zeus and gods on a black-figured vase; British Museum B147 
(Photo: British Museum) 

27 Athene on the Tripod amphora from Vulci; Ehem. StaatJkhe 
Mttseetty Berlin (Photo: Hirmer Verlag, Munich) 

28 Cronus devouring his children, by Goya; Prudoy Madrid 
(Photo: Anderson-Mansell 16658) 

29 Hesiod and his Muse, an engraving by Braque for Theogmie^ 
Editenr Maeght, Paris 1955 (Photo: P* F* Macdonald) 

30 Night by Michelangelo; Medki Chapeh Florence (Photo: 
Mansell) 



ILLUSTRATIONS 

31 Apollo and Diana, drawing by Diirer; Brirhk Museum (Photo: 
Brirish Museum) 

32 The Apollo of Veil, head of terracotta statue; Natmal Museum 
ofVm Giulk, Italy (Photo: Alinari; 38288) 

33 The temple of Apollo at Delphi (Photo: Boissonnas, Geneva) 

34 Minoan snake-goddess, terracotta statuette; Natkruil Museum, 
yi/Amr(Photo: Hirmer) 

35 Triptolemus, Demetcr and Persephone on a red-figured skyphos; 
British Museum £140 (Photo: British Museum) 

36 Dcmcter of Cnidus; British Museum (Photo: Mansell) 

Pcrsepfuute by Rossetti; Tate Gaiieryj London (Photo, Tate 

* Gallery ) 

3S Artemis and Actacon on a red-figuted krater ; Museum of Fke 
Arts, Boston (Photo: Museum of Fine Arts) 

35 Artemis and Actaeon painted by Titian; Prado, Madrid (Photo: 
Anderson-Mansell 16369) 

40 The sacrifice of Iphigenia painted by Tiepolo; Collectka of Baron 
H. de Rothschild, Park (Photo Giraudon 34536) 

41 Gold mast from Mycenae; Nationni Museum, Athens (Photo: 
Hirmer) 

42 Murder of Aegisthus on bas-relief (Photo: A. Bonnard, (^eek 
ChiUzationy Vol. I p. t4g, George Allen & Unwm Ltd) 

43 Design for the costume of Clytemnestra in the Old Vic 

production of the Oresteia, London 1961 (Photo: F, Mac¬ 

donald) 

44 Prometheus strangling the vulture, bronze by Lipchitz, 1943; 
Collection of the artist (Photo: Museum of Modem Art, New 
York) 

45 Prometheus creating man, on a Roman sarcophagus; National 
Museum, Naples (Photo: Anderson-ManscU 23253) 

46 Oedipus and Sphinx, interior of a red-figured kyHx; Vatican 
Museum (Photo: Alinari 35802) 

47 Oedipus and Jocasta, Oedipus and Antigone; miniatures from a 
transcript of Sencca^s Tragedies*, Bihiioteca Marckm, Venice 
(Photo: P. F* Macdonald) 


XI 


ILLUSTRATIONS 


48 HcracWi Cerberus and Eurj'stheus on a hydria from Ccrvctcri 
(Caere); Lott:vr€ (Photo: Louvre) 

^ CerberuSj water-colour by Blake to illustrate Oante^s InfimQ] 
Tate Gallery (Photo: Tate Gallery) 

50 Heracles hghts three-headed giant, on a black-figured vase; 
British Museum B1Z2 (Photo: British Museum) 

51 Admetus and Alcestis on a fresco from Pompeii; Natimitii 
Museum, Napks (Photo: Anderson-Mansell 23410) 

5a Heracles, Admetus and Alcestis, painted by Galloche; Ecole des 
Beaux Arts, Paris (Photo: Giraudon 6S11) 

53 SUenus on a silver coin from Panticapaeum (Kertch); National 

Coin Collection, Prague * 

54 Maenad, detail of a red-figUTcd vase; Ehem. Staailicke MuseeTf 
{Antfkenahteilung), Berlin (Photo: P. F. Macdonald) 

55 Satyr and nymph on a silver coin of Thasos; British Museum, 
(Photo: P. F. Macdonald) 

$6 Satyr and n>Tnph, terracotta by Qodion; Metropolitan Museum 
ef Art, Nesp Y^rk, bequest of Benjamin Altman 1913 (Photo: 
Metropolitan Museum) 

57 Bacchus by Michelangelo; Bargelio, Florence (Photo: Alinari 
4626) 

58 Death of Pentheus on a fresco from House of the Vettii; Pempeii 
(Photo: Mansell-Brogl 11201) 

59 Building of the Argo on a Roman relief ; British Museum D6cyj 
(Photo: Mansell) 

60 Jason and Athene, interior of a red’^figured kylix; ftriurdjj 
Museum, Rome (Photo: Anderson-Mansell 42056) 

61 Orpheus and his lyre, Roman mosaic; National Museum, 
Palermo (Photo: Alinati 19874) 

62 Engraving by Segonzac to illustrate Les Clorgs^ues-, Paris 1947, 
by permission of the artist (Photo: P» F, Macdonald) 

63 The figure of Orpheus from the Orpheus fountain by Milles; 
Stockholm (Photo: Swedish Tourist Office Association) 

64 The GoUen Bough by Turner; Tate Gallery (Photo: Tate Gallery) 

6$ Aeneas at Delos by Claude; National (Photo: National 

Gallery) 

xii 


ILLUSTRATIONS 

66 Aeneas and AncKises on a brass coin of Antordnus Piusi Saie 
Cataloitu 

67 Wolf and twins; Palazzo Puhblico^ Si^ia (Photo: Anderson- 
Mansell 21295) 

68 Mars and Rhea on a copper coin of Antoninus Plus; Sale 
Catahgae 

69 The Roman Forum, engraved by Piranesi (Photo: Mansell) 

70 jupiccf and Emperors on a brass medallion of Lucius Verus; 
Sah Catalogue 

71 The temple of Jupiter, Juno and Minerva on a brass coin of 
Vespasian; Sale Catalogue 

-jz Romulus on a brass medallion of Commodus ; Sale Catalogue 

73 The Rape of the Sabhaes by Poussin; Cooke Gallery ^ Rkkmond 
(Photo: Andcrson-Manseli 184S3) 

74 Lucrctia painted by Cranach; Kettner Aiuseutttf Hanover 

75 Daphne and Apollo, painted by Pollaiuolo 
(Photo: Mansell) 

76 Pyiamus and Thisbe on a fresco from Pompeii; National Museum, 
Naples (Photo: Alinari 1935) 

77 Pyramus and Thisbe, tympanum from Cambrai; Mvttieipal 
Museum, Cambrai (Photo: Giraudon 34562) 

78 Narcissus and Echo painted by Poussin; Louvre (Photo: 
Giraudon 32214) 

79 Aietamorphosis of Nareissus by Dali; Edward fames Colleetson 
(Photo: Tate Gallery) 

80 Europa and the bull on a metope from temple at Sclinus; 
NaSiottal Museum, Palermo (Photo: Andcrson-Manseli 29203) 

St Theseus and the Minotaur on a red-figured hydria; British 
Aiuseum {Photo: British Museum) 

82 Theseus and centaur on a Roman relief; British sMiaeum 
Dsgs (Photo: Mansell) 

S3 Labyrinth on silver coin of Cnossus; Sale Catalogue 

84 Ariadne abandoned, engraving from Ovid*s HefoMes', Bsbhoth^que 
Nationale, Paris (Photo: Giraudon 36S25) 

85 Pasiphae, an illustration by Matisse for Montherlant's Pasiphae*, 
M. Fabiani 1958, copyright to S^P^A.D.E.M., Paris 


xin 


ILLUSTRATIONS 

86 Death of a Minotaur^ engraved by Picasso, 1937; Cdltciim t/ 
Rttnaid Penrosey London (Photo: courtesy of the oi^Tier) 

87 Imms FaUsy v^'ax and bane relief by Michael Ayrton 1958; 
CoUection ofGav'm Maxjs>eli (Photo: courtesy of the artist) 

88 Daedalus: IVing-^makefy bronze by Michael Ayrton, i960: 
Collection of the Artist (Photo: courtesy of the artist) 

89 The flight of Icarus on a fresco from the House of Amandus; 

(Photo: Alinari 39387) 

90 Head of a Gorgon on a silver coin of Neapolis, Macedonia; Sale 
Catalogue 

91 Perseus and Andromeda by Titian: ^Vallace Collectiorty Lotidon 

(Photo: Wallace Collection) , 

92 Deucalion and Pyrrha, drawing attributed to Procaccini; Louvre 
(Photo: Giraudon 12667) 

93 Baucis and Philemon by Suardi; Wallraf-Rtehartz Aiuseumy 
Cologne (Photo: Giraudon 17133) 

94 Mercury and Psyche, engraved by Caraglio; BMotheque 
Nationalfy Paris (Photo: Bibiioth^ue Nadonale) 

95 Cupid and Psyche, terracotta from Tanagra; Prkate Collection 
(Photo: Giraudon 2737) 

96 Hero and Lcander painted by Turner; Tate Gallery (Photo: 
Tate Gallery) 

97 The Death of Procris painted by Piero di Cjosimo; National 
Gallery (Photo: National Gallery) 


GENEALOGICAL TABLES 

Page 

I*ACHJLLES 45 

2 PRIAM 45 

JA AND B THE FIRST GODS T 28-9 

4 AGAMEMNON iSl 

5 OEDIPUS 219 

6 PENTHEUS 280 

7 ROMULUS 35^ 

8 MINOS 38 S 

9 THESEUS 39* 

TO PERSEUS 397 

11 DEUCALION AND PYRRHA 402 

12 CEPHALUS AND PROCRIS 443 


XV 





'-*>'.» •'*! ' )^*-' 
f' I /♦ < •►‘-•►a 


. 1 •" ' frTTi 

^ii* • - --« 

P, i.rt '** A 

* * "* 


«J f ^ •' 


\*’ 

. , /*«* I 






\^ . 



.■ ..- 


- 

.;J|'<.' 4 i 

« 4 ». 


^ AJ 


/'.yp 'i'i/ 1 * 

’ .. .- ■ ■ 

,1 '■’»'* ii'*« i#':« 

• !*• 


^ r 


tu.JUr;^ / ,. 

Rti^. ♦ v\ n-* 3f 

^ l a 

r '^ » I. 


} a. 


f 

*i 


it 


I ^ 


.\ • . «ii 

* k* 




•- 'I - 



n • 






FOREWORD 


Thb myths told by the Greeks and Romans are as irnpomnc as 
history for oar understanding of what those peoples, ancestors of our 
own civilization, belics^ed and thought and felt, and expressed in 
writing and in visual art. For their mythologies were inextricably 
interw'oven, to an extent far beyond anything in our own experience, 
with the whole fabric of their public and private lives. 

j\nd then without these myths wx should be hard put to it to 
understand the arts and literature and ways of thinking of the wvst, 
and of many other parts of the w'orld as w'ell, during the centunes 
that have passed since the classical world came to an end. Time after 
time these products of ancient imagination have been used to inspire 
fresh creative efforts, w hich amount to a substantial part of our whole 
cultural inheritance. Such renewals and adaptations have often seemed 
far removed, in character and spirit, from the original tradition; yet 
they stem directly from it, and are unimaginable without it. 

The intelligible forms of ancient poets, 

The fair humanities of old religion, 

The Power, the Brauty, and the Majesty, 

That had their haunts in dale, or piny mountain. 

Or forest by slow stream, or pebbly spring, 

Or chasms and watery depths: all these have >'anished. 
They live no longer in the faith of reason! 

But still the heart doth need a language, still 
Doth the old instinct bring back the old names. * , 
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And so tven oommunhies professing that quite different code of 
beliefs which is Christianity have, after various struggles, found it 
impracticable to dispense with the classical stories. Today new 
political systems have fabricated their oun myths which Coleridge, 
writing those lines under the Graeco-Roman spell, had never im¬ 
agined. Yet twenricth-ccntury wTiters, from tragic theatre to comic 
strip, have continued to employ the archetypes with renewed vigour. 
These dramatic, concrete, individual, insistently probing ancient 
myths sdil supplement the deductions of science as clues to much 
in the world that does not alters 

The atmosphere to which they translate us is life-enhancing; for 
it gives us fresh strength by providing a route of escape^ The escape 
is from day-to-day realitj', of which, as we know-, it is not possible 
to endure very much. Yet this is not escapism of any ordinary kind, 
for the road leads to another sort of reality, a more imposing sort, 
than the reality which dominates our ordinary lives. At times, in 
receptive conditions, these myths generate and throw- off potent, 
almost violent^ flashes of inextinguishable, universal truths. Thftsc 
arc not of course, as far as we arc concerned, the religious truths 
which (among much else) the Greeks and Romans saw- in their 
mj-thology* However they are truths that still impinge, sometimes 
with ungovernable force, upon the mind and feelings, and illuminate 
aspects of our human condition. 

This particular brand of enlightenment is difficult or impossible 
to grasp by more logical and rational means, and would elude non- 
mythical presentation. Yet it would be wrong to say that myths 
seem modern or topical; they are as relevant to our time as to any 
other, no more no less. That is to say, they are not specifically 
antique either. They arc ostensibly lodged, it is true, within a certain 
framework of the remote past, but that docs not impede their 
perpetual compulsive tenadtj-. Indeed, their relevance to life's basic, 
continuing situations Is sharpened into high relief by this setting 
which, though ancient in origin and form, remains unaffected by 
temporal circumstances. 

For the images of myth, once they have stirred our perceptions, 
precipitate them into a new, unforeseen dimension outside time. 
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The Greeks and Romans^ although in different epochs they saw 
mythology in different lights, were by training and indination ready 
to enter this catciting, unearthly dimension of rimelessncss* 
this 

Dark, illimitable ocean, wthout bound, 

Without dimension, whcie length and breadth and height, 

And time and place, ate lost. 

Heavy with unplumbed meaning is this ocean—beckoning, inviting 
immersion and obsessbn. Perhaps after so long a time we can only 
reach its shalloi^'s ‘ yet we shall be losing an irreplaceable experience 
if we do not go as deep as we can. But we need, for this enterprise, a 
more detailed preparation than the ancients needed. 

Each myth means something different to evcrj'body who reads 
and studies k. The stories are hard to forget i feelings about them 
come unprcdictably. Their underlying qualities do not readily yield 
to deffnition or classification—still less to weird searches for mystic 
hidden meanings and anachronistic allegories. Above all, as I hope 
w ill become clear, they are varied. No iingk theory^ however valuably 
suggestive, wnll suffice to explain the whole range of Greek and 
Roman mythology, or even a major proportion of its content. Indeed, 
such all-embracing theories (of which there are many), whether put 
forw-ard by anthropologists or classicists or psychoanalysts or 
scholars of religion, present the most dangerous hazard which 
students of this strange subject will encounter. And in this field we 
are exceptionally vulnerable to hazards, since we almost all come to 
it after an education in w^hich the myths are neglected or, to the 
accompaniment of gutless illustrations, reduced to whimsical 
travesty. 

So the only safe hope would seem to be the Hotatian maxim: 

Ask not, to what Doctors I apply; 

Sworn to no Master, of no Sect am I. 

Or, better, go to as many of the doctors as one can, and sit at their 
feet, and from all of them accept something—though (since they 
contradict one another) obviously not everything. For each of these 
different kinds of scholar that I mentioned has during the present 
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century, in spite of these all too comprehensive theories, kidded to 
our realization that mythology is something far more serious than the 
primitive, unreflecting, childish precursor of sdence or of developed 
religion chat it formerly believed to be. Indeed, the revitalizing 
of the classical myths can be claimed as the most signi£cant of all the 
impacts that the Graeco-Roman world has made upon modem 
thought. 

I have included in this boot not only purely fictional stories which 
everyone would classify as myths, and the folk-tales and faiiy-tales 
which are their younger sisters, but also some of those sagas and 
legends which build imaginatively upon at least a minimnm of 
historical basis. However, there are thousands of these various/ales, 
and rather than attempt a dictionary 1 have wanted to say something 
about each one that I include. So I am selecting those which seem 
to me, for one reason or another, the most important and necessary'; 
though, once you leave agreed territory such as tlomer and the 
AganKmnortf this is a subjective process in which everyone would 
provide a difiTcrent list. 

Before discussing each theme, i shall tcU the story which it 
comprises: since the actual course of ‘events’ often tends to be 
forgotten—eclipsed by other, high-lighted elements—when the 
myths are currently discussed. 1 was also encouraged by reading a 
remark by C. S. Lewis that the significant something, the something 
of great power and moment, which each of the basic myths seems to 
surest, is communicable not only when a good ancient author tells 
them but even in the most atrocious modem summary. 

Nevertheless, it would be misleading to ignore the prindpal 
ancient literary' expressions of these stories—the sparks which 
they ignited in writers of genius. I have, therefore, made my 
summaries of each myth follow the version (probably one of many 
different versions) in which it was told by its most remarkable 
narrator; and 1 have included passages from among the best modem 
translators that I could find. These Greek and Latin authors are 
taken in chronological order so as to give a general survey of the 
changes in the ancient world’s ideas about myths. That is to say, 
the love-hate connection between myth and literature having, in 


XX 



FOREWORD 

I he course of dme, become very intiniate, 1 have tried to sum up 
chat relationship by seizing upon the outstanding encounters between 
the wo* This will not satisfy a person who wants to look at the 
myths in a more primitive form than they assume even in the earliest 
Greek literature. Yet it was only in the hands of great writers that 
the power of the stories achieved its full realizaDon, and was com¬ 
municated to the world. However;^ the origins of a myth;, although 
(espedally in the classical field) they are seldom fully understood, 
need to be thought about as well t and in the discussions which in 
each chapter follow the narrative sections, I say something not only 
about the andent author ivhose treatment of the theme I have 
chos^ to describe, but about these earlier stages too. 1 also refer to 
afrernuths and repercussions, in the ancient world and in later 
Europe and elsewhere up to the present day. 

Inevitably my debts to other writers are enormous* 1 also par¬ 
ticularly want to thank Miss Jill W cldon, for choosing and coUecting 
photographs and for much other invaluable assistance, and Mr 
H, M. Luther for advice on modem art. In connection with the 
illustrations, I wish to thank, too, those private collectors who have 
permitted the reproduction of works of arc in their collections, as 
well as the representatives of museums and galleries from which 
objects and pictures illustrated in this book have come, and the 
agencies and photographers who have helped to make them available* 
In addition I want to record my appreciation, for help of various 
kinds, to Miss Mardne Franck, Miss Veronica Lemmon, Professor 
Joseph Campbell; Dr R* A* Higgins and Dr J, P* C* Kent of the 
British Museum; and officials of the London Library and the 
Hellenic and Roman Societies. 

I am grateful to the following for quotations from copyright 
works: E* V* Rieu and Penguin Books for Homer: Iliads Homer: 
Qdyisey and Apollmiitis Rhodius: Argomiutka, Robert Graves and 
Penguin Books for Apuleius: Golden Ass^ Philip Veiiacott and 
Penguin Bocks for Aeschylus: Orest \V* F. Jackson Knight and 
Penguin Books for Virgil: Aeneidy A. de Sclincourt and Penguin 
Books for Livy: Early Hislmy of Rome, E* F* Wading and Penguin 
Books for Sophocles: Thebun Piays, F. Wood and University of 
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Minnesota Press for Rainer Maria Riike: The Rmg ef Form^^ 
D. Grenc, R. Latdmorej W. Arrov^’smith, E. T. Veimeule, E. 
Wyckoff, J. Moore, M. Jameson and University of Chicago Press 
for Complete Greek Tragedies^ R. Latdmore and University of 
Chicago Press for Homer: The liiadj Odes of Pindar^ Greek LyrseSj 
Greek Tragedies j R. Lattimore and University of Michigan Press for 
Hesi&di iVorks and Days and Theogony., A* E* Watts and Univcisitj' 
of California Press for Ovid: Metamorphoses^ J* B, Pritchard and 
Princeton Universit>^ Press and Oxford Universitj- Press for Ancknt 
Near Eastern Texts, D. Fitts and R. Fitzgerald and Oxford Universiiy 
Press for Sopkoeiet: Antigone, D. Fitts and R. Fitzgerald and Dial 
Press for Creek Plays m Modem Translation, D. Fitts and E. 
Fitzgerald and Messrs. Faber and Faber for Oedipus at Colonus and 
Euripides: Aleestis, Messrs. Faber and Faber for Collected Poems 
igji-igj^8 by Edinin Muir, L. P. Wilkinson and Cambridge 
University Press for Ovid Recalled, H. G* Evclyn-WTihc and 
Loeb Classical Library for Homeric Hymns, L. Lucas and 
Messrs- J* M. Dent for Creek Poetry for Everyman, M. Balkwiil, 
Sir Maurice Bo'ftTa, T. F. Higham, Gilbert Higher, G. Allen, 
J. Sterling and Clarendon Press for Oxford Book of Creek Verse 
in Translation, Sir F. Fletcher and ClaTendon Press for Virgil: 
Aeneid VI, J. B. Leishman and Hogarth Press for translations of 
R. M- Rilke, J- Mavrogordato and the Hogarth Press for Cavafy: 
Poems Translated with Notes, Rae Dalvcn, Haicourt Brace Sc World, 
and the Hogarth Press for Complete Poms of Cavafy, P. Green 
and Messrs. John Murray for Essays in Antiquity, R. Fitzgerald and 
Messrs. Wm. Heinemann and Doubleday for Homer: The Odyssey, 
Rolfe Humphries and Messrs. Scribner for The Aeneid of Virgil, 
A. R^ Bum and Messrs- EdM^rd Arnold for The Lyric Age of Greece, 
L. MacNeice and Messts- Faber and Faber for Aeschylus: Agamenmon, 
R. Payne and Messrs. Heinemann for The Wanton Nymph, C. Day 
Lewis and Messrs. Jonathan Cape for The Georgies of Virgil, C. 
Day Lewis and the Hogarth Press for Virgil: The Aeneid, the laic 
Professor T. A. Sinclair and Messrs. Routledge and Kegan Paul 
for History of Greek PoUmal Thought, O. Kiefer* G, Highct and 
Messrs. Routledge for Sexual Life in Ancient Rome, R. Warner and 


xxii 


FOREWORD 


The Bodlcy Head for Poems of George Seferis^ R. Warner, S. O’Shced 
and The Bodley Head for L. R. Lind*s Ten Creek Plays in Contem- 
porary Translathttf Mrs Yeats and Messrs. A. P. Watt and Messrs. 
Macmillan for Sophoeles* King Oedipus translated by B. Yeats, 
Richard Aldington and Messrs. Chatto and Wlndus for Euripides: 
Akestss^ H. T. Wade-Cery, Sir Maurice Bowra and the Nonesuch 
Press for The Odes of Pindar^ Graham Hough and Messrs. 
Duckworth for Legends and Pastorals. Professor George Thomson 
and Cambridge University Press for Aeschylus: The Oresteia, 
Messrs. Thornton Butterviorth for a translation in Gilbert Murray’s 
Eunpides and His Age. 

I Jim also grateful for certain passages to my fellow-author of 
Greeks and Mr Don Pottinger, and to the publisher 

Messrs. Thomas Nelson and Sons, Ltd. 


Belfast, tgba 


MICHAEL GRANT 


Note. See two headings in the Index {methods, theories; myth, dwi- 
stons of) for some of the various ways in which the sulject can be 
approached* 


xxin 





Br_-?vAv^r' ^ ' 'f'fcti*^ o 

3^il1*)ff ^7#€S^*^1U^ *A . c-* * 




•'r^ 't^«^^iH^-^4^4Tflii?^X''^^ •'- 

i^, . •- . _r'AZT • «<••_ . . .d 


K ' . ^ ^ 0 Z ~ ' i “ft “l f 

WAW:=4l|/*»tiiK ■^.. ■ 



*} 4 ‘1 / ''*i‘' 


-^'J**^- ■- -i^c jf '* 

It «.* 

' (*» f nJU 

4^1 ,_ % i ' " fcf- .. -jar^ 






J»1 

' ■• li 

r 



'f'. ,“H3r^ f n'J .. %i' vfcf- .. ■-!»sp' ''.* ' • ^ 

dl>Sap ?4 .. 

IV .... Vi-d^*^r- .' 


pNiUbSTif/ 

1 ». 


-I ‘4 







. e 


'M#- 


1 “^ >* ' 


.A~ «g ■ 


«p.> /f*'* .♦ 

r. ’ T^ 







PART I 


THE HEROES OF HOMER 





CHAPTER 1 


THE WRATH OF ACHILLES 


I The Story Told in the iLtAD 

The poet Kis storj% in the tenth year of Troy*s siege by the 

Greeks, with an invocation to the Muse, 

Sing through me 

That anger which most nnnously 

Inflamed Achilles, Pcleus* son, 

And which before the tale was done 
Had glutted hell with champions bold, 

Stem spirits by the thousandfold; 

Ravens and dogs their corpses ate. 

For thus did Zeus, w'ho watched their fate, 

See hU resolve, first taken when 
Proud Agamemnon king of men 
An insult on Achilles cast, 

Achieve accomplishment at last.^ 

The flowing rhythms of the Iliad are given this more abrupt, ballad¬ 
like shape by Robert Graves, 

While attacking Chrysc not far from Troy, Agamemnon, 
commander-in-chief of the invaders, had taken as his share of the 
plunder Quysets, daughter of Chryses priest of Apollo. Before the 
assembled Greek army, her father appealed to Agamemnon to 
release her, but his plea was refused and the old man was dismissed 
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from the camp. Chrj'ses prayed to ApoUo to punish the invaders, and 
Apollo, hearing his prayer^ came down from Olympus, afflicting the 
Greets with a plague. ^As he set out^ the arrows danged on the 
shoulder of the angry god; and his descent was Uke nighdall. He sat 
down opposite the ships and shot an 3rrOT.v^ with a dreadful twang, 
from his silver bow. He attacked the mules first and the nimble dogs, 
and then he aimed his sharp arrows at the men, and struck again and 
again. Ehy and night, innumerable fires consumed the dead. For 
nine daj^ the god’s arrows rained on the camp/^ 

On the tenth day Achilles called for a co'uncil of war. The prophet 
Calchas declared that Chryscis must be given back to her father. 
Agamemnon angrUy agreed but seized, instead of her, the girl 
Briseis, who had been allotted to Achilles. And so Achilles withdrew' 
from the war, appealing to his immortal mother Thetis, who 
persuaded Zeus to right the wrongs of her son. Accordingly, the 
king of the gods sent Agamemnon a deceptive dream assuring him 
that he can now capture Troy. Agamemnon tested his army by 
suggesting that they should all return home. They took him too 
seriously and rushed for the ships, but the goddess Hem dispatched 
Athene to stop the retreat. Odysseus summoned a council of war, at 
which, after beating the ugly demagogue Thersites into silence, he 
induced the soldiers to fight. There follows a list marshalling the 
Greek and Trojan forces. 

The Trojan prince Paris, who had brought about the war by 
abducting Helen from Sparta, challenged her husband Mcnelaus to 
a duel on which the result of the war was to depend. The father of 
Paris, King Priam, came to the city walb, where Helen pointed out 
to him the Greek chieftains. Though defeated by Menelaus, Paris 
was spirited from the battle-field by Aphrodite. There was no pact 
because, w hile Hera was implacably opposed to Troy, her husband 
Zeus had promised satisfaction to .Achilles: so Athene, in disguise, 
tempted Troy’s Asian ally Pandarus to shoot an arrow^ at Menelaus. 
He was slightly wounded, and the fighting broke out again. 

In the battles that follow'ed, the Greek hero Diomede performed 
glorious exploits, *like a winter torrent that comes tearing down and 
llattcns out the dykes’. The gods and goddesses entered the battle, 
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and Diomede’s spear scratched Aphrodilc*s wrist as she rescued 
from him Priam*s son Aeneas. On the Trojan side* Hector was 
supported by the war’^od Ares himself^ but even Arcs received a 
wounding blow from Diomede. Returning to Troy to bid his 
mother Hecabe sacrifice to Athene, Hector spoke with Helen and 
Paris and then with his wife Andromache, who had their little son 
Astyanax with her. 

Hector stepped out into no man^s land, and addressed the armies 
with a challenge. The gods, too, W'erc present; for Athene and Apollo 
were enjoying the scene, in the form of vultures perching upon a tall 
oak. Ajax responded to Hcctor^s offer of a duel, which turned out 
slightly to the advantage of the Greek. But on the advice of the aged 
Nestor, the Greeks began to fortify their camp^ Zeus forbade the 
gods to intervene and heartened the Trojans, 

‘Thus all night long they sat, across the corridors of battle, thinking 
great thoughts and keeping their many fires alightn There are lughts 
when the upper air is windless and the stars in heaven stand out in 
their full splendour round the bright moon; w'hcn every mountain- 
top and headland and ravine starts into sight, as the infinite depths 
of the sky art tom open to the very firmament; when every' star is 
seen, and the shepherd rejoices. Such and so many were the Trojans* 
fires, twinkling in front of Troy midway between the ships and the 
streams of Xanthus. There were a thousand fires burning on the 
plain, and round each one sat fifty men in the Ught of its blaze, while 
the horses stood beside their chariots, munching white barley and 
rye, and waiting for Ebwm to take her golden throne.** 

Agamemnon, discouraged, was now willing to make the fullest 
amends to Achilles, and dispatched Ajax, Odysseus and Phoenix to 
his tent. They were to seek a reconciliation, so that the greatest of the 
Greeks could return to the battle. But Achilles in tragic pride rejected 
their proposalsn He would only come back, he said, if Hector 
actually threatened the ships of his own men, the Myrmidons. 
Odysseus and Diomede raided the Trojan positions and killed the 
Thracian King Rhesus, capturing hU horses* But next day both 
these Greek leaders, and Agamemnon too, w'cre wounded, and their 
army feU back to its fortified camp* 
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There is an interlude ’B^hUe Nestor, returning to his hut with a 
casualty, Machaon, has a meal prepared for them by a maidse^^'a^t, 
captured from Tenedos. ‘She began by moving up to them a 
handsome polished table tsith enamelled legs. On this she put a 
bronze dish with an onion to flavour the drink, some yellow honey, 
and sacred barley-meal, and beside these a magnificent beaker 
adorned with golden studs, which the old man had brought from 
home. It had four handles. Each was supported by two legs; and on 
top of each, facing one another, a pair of golden doves were feeding. 
Anyone else would have found it difficult to shift the beaker from the 
tabic when it was full, but Nestor, old as he was, could lift it without 
trouble. In this cup their comely attendant mixed them the potjage 
with Praninian wine, and after making it ready by grating into it 
some goat's milk cheese with a bronze grater and sprinkling w'hite 
barley on top, she invited them to drink/* And then Patroclus, sent 
by Achilles to ask w^ho had been hurt, appeared in the doorway of 
the hut, ‘like a god’. 

Now, however, desperate fighting broke out again, and the 
Trojans, led by Hector, stormed the Greek battlements. Yet Hera 
planned to rescue the Greeks. Obtaining from Aphrodite (although 
they w'ere ou different sides) a charm which would make herself 
irresistibly attractive, she endeed Zeus into her arms. He made 
love to her, and then fell asleep. Posidon, who had intervened on the 
Greek side, drove back the Trojans, and Hector was stunned by a 
stone. But Zeus woke up, and ordered Posidon to leave the battle, 
and Apollo to revive Hector. The Greeks were driven right back 
to the ships. 

In this emergency, Patroclus persuaded Achilles to allow' him to 
intervene. And so Patroclus fought Hector, and was killed; and 
Hector transferred the immortal armour of Achilles from the dead 
man's body to his owm. As a violent battle raged round the corpse, 
Achilles, maddened by revengeful grief, demanded new armour from 
his mother, and the god Hephaestus made it. Though forew-amed 
that he would not live long after Hector, Achilles was now deter¬ 
mined to go into battle at once. After a formal reconciliadon, he 
received Briseis back from Agamemnon. 
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Led by AchillcSj the Greek troops rushed from the ships. On 
either side the gods ranged themselves. With the Greeks were Hera, 
Athene, Posidon, Hephaestus and Hermes. On the Trojan side stood 
Ares, Apollo, Artemis, Leto, Aphrodite and the river god Xanthus 
who was also called Scamander. Before the terrifying advance of 
Achilles, the Trojans gave ground. Divine intervention saved Aeneas 
and Hector, bu[ many others met their end at his hands. As even god 
fought with god in this greatest of battles, Achilles raged with his 
spear "like a driving wind that whirls the flames this way and that, 
when a amilagration rages in the gulHes on a sun-baked mountain¬ 
side, and the high forest is consumed. He chased his victims whh the 
fury of a fiend, and the earth was dark with blood. At their imperious 
master^5 will the horses of Adullcs with their rnassivc hooves tramp¬ 
led dead men and shields alike with no more ado than when a farmer 
has yoked a pair of broad-browed cattle to trample the white barley 
on a threshing-floor, and his low'ing bulls tread out the ^in. The 
axic-trcc under his chariot, and the rails that ran round it, were 
sprayed with the blood thrown up by the horses* hooves and by the 
tyres. And the son of Pcieus pressed on in search of glory', be¬ 
spattering hU unconquerable hands with gore.’* 

When the resisting river was choked with corpses und] its waters 
rose and nearly engulfed him, he moved towards the walls of Troy 
itself. Outside the ciiy^ gates, Hector was w^aiting alone for him. But 
as Achilles leapt forward, Hector’'s courage failed him and he ran 
before his enemy three times round the wails. Then, however, 
Athene tricked him into making his fatal stand. As he fell, his throat 
pierced by Achilles' lance, he called with his dying breath upon the 
knees and Hfc and parents of the slayer, begging that his own father 
and mother should be allowed to ransom his body. "You cur,* 
replied Achilles, "don't talk to me of knees or name my parents in 
your prayers. I only wish that I could summon up the appetite to 
carve and cat you raw myself, for what you have done to me.' And in 
full view' of the walls, and of Andromache locking out from them, 
he dragged Hector's corpse back to the camp behind his chariot. 

Visited at night by the ghost of Patroclus demanding burial, 
Achilles arranged for him a splendid funeral, sacrificing twelve 


31 


M YTHS OF THE GREEKS AND ROMANS 


caprured Trojans on the pyre; and the funeral was followed by 
athletic sports* But Hector was still unburied. For eleven days his 
body, kept whole by Apollo, was dragged each day round the tomb 
of Patroclus by his killer* But compassion now came upon the gods, 
and Zeus intervened. Instructing I'hetis to bid her son accept raiisom 
for the corpse, he ordered Priam, through hU divine messenger Iris, 
to take the ransom by night to the camp of the Greeks* Led by 
Hermes, Priam passed through the Greek lines. With his ow'n aged 
father Pcieus in mind, Achtlles received the old king with courtesy 
and granted his plea for the body of Hector, calling upon the ghost 
of Patroclus not to resent the restoration of his enemy’s corpse. 

Priam slept in the forecourt and left before dawn. There was a 
truce of eleven days for Hcctor^s funeral Then the battle began 
again. 

2 Troj atuJ Honur 

More than five thousand years ago, Greece was inhabited by people 
who ground and polished their stone tools, made painted pottety, 
and scraped a living in villages near the scarce arable land where 
there was a river or a spring* About 3000 bc their dwellings w^ere 
destroyed by inAp'aders, possibly from Asia Minor. These were people, 
probably of non 4 ndo~Europcan tongue, whose bronze tools made 
their lives rather easier; though civilijtation was much further 
advanced m more fertile countries such as Eg)pt, Sumcria and Crete. 
That island, with its good soil and climate, produced ship’s timber 
and a surplus of wine and oil. Its non-Greek Inhabitants (again 
perhaps from Asia Minor) united in about 2000 bc into a single 
kingdom, based on sea-power, with its capital at Cnossus. These 
prosperous Cretans developed an imaginative, lively civilization and 
a flowing, curving, naturalistic art very different from the hieratic 
style of their teachers the Egyptians* 

Meanwhile on the Greek mainland, people speaHng a language 
somewhat resembling CJreek, and perhaps originating from the 
South Russian steppes, began to arrive during the first centuries of 
the second millennium bc. Intermingling with other racial strains, 
they developed a culture partly indebted to Crete—and revealing 
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common ground with the HiitUcs of inland Asia Minor (page 34)— 
but partly novel. This reached its climax in the roj^l fortresses of 
southern Greece, such as Mycenae, Tir>'ns and Pylos. The monarchs 
of thtjsc places, whose luxury caused a sensation when the German 
archaeologist Schlicmann disclosed the royal Mycenaean graves 
In 1S76, possessed powerful new armaments—bronze rapiers, 
shields and chariots. By 1300 BC the Mycenaeans w ere influencing 
Cretan civilization in their turn, and ruled the whole island for about 
fifty years. Thousands of clay writing tablets found at Cnossus, 
dating apparently (though this is contested) from c. BC —and 

others of £. 1200, sdll strangely similar, at the mainland centres 
—are written in a script known as ‘Linear B\ which has been show n 
to bc*an early form of the Greek language. 

Mycenaean Cnossus seems to have fallen in r. 1400, but during 
the next TWO hundred years the cities of the mainland, and especially 
Mycenae, were at their height as powerful land empires and Medi¬ 
terranean trading centres. The thirteenth oentur)' was a time of 
great upheavals throughout the near cast; Mycenaean exports to 
Egipt and the Levant ceased abruptly, and in about 1250 BC, as 
archaeolog)' confirms, invaders (of whom there were many at this 
time, in Asia Minor and in Egypt) besieged and burnt the key-city of 
Troy near the Hellespont (Dardanelles). Then in the twelfth century 
not only did great hordes of in^'aders again inflict terrible destruction 
upon Syria and Egypt but the holocaust, of whatever origin 
(page 35), spread to Greece itself. For excavation shows that the 
palaces of Pylos, Mycenae and Tiryns came to grief in their turn. 

Almost all the principal Greek myihs arc conneaed with centres 
of this Mycenaean civilization, which provided many a subject and 
hero. However mythical their exploits, the names of the IliatPs 
great warriors arc likely enough to be the real names of men who 
lived in Mycenaean Greece—and fought the Trojans; another 
‘Hectori appears on a Linear B tablet. Moreover, the catalogue of 
contingents in the Iliad seems to go back to an historically true Order 
of Battle of that period. There may well be some historical truth 
(though coloured by his own time, page 39) in the picture the poet 
gives of the Greek besiegers as a loose confederacy, under their 
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overlord Agamemnon, of proud, recaldmnr, meat-fed chiefs, 
jealous of theif reputations. Possibly, too, the invading army already 
believed in the Olympian gods as a similar loose confcdeiacj' under 
Zeus—who may conceivably appear with his scales of destiny 
upon 3 Mycenaean amphora. At any rate, Homer’s knowledge of 
Mycenaean objeas came from a poetic tradition going back to those 
days. The huge shield of Ajax like a tow er, Hector^s bronze helmet, 
the cup of Nestor, the silver-studded swords, and the only reference 
to writing,* are traceable to the Mycenaean age. 

One of its last and culminating efforts must have been the siege of 
the horse-rearing, textile-fabricating city of Troy, in its stiatepc 
position on the Hellespont. That city, where there had been qt least 
six earlier successive settlements, was already at this epoch, as 
archaeologists have shown,somewhat beyond its primef Troy Vila*); 
Homer*s talcs of its grandeur rather fit the immediately preceding 
fourteenth century' BC (Troy VF), in which there had been a great 
rise in the importance of the town. Excavators have also proved that 
Troy Vila* fell to a violent fire, probably by human agency. There 
was nothing new about sieges in the ancient w'orld, nor w^ere they 
new to near eastern story-tellers. From the Hittires, for example, 
who had ruled until the thirteenth century- on the Anatolian plateau 
and display resemblances to the peoples across the Aegean (page 93), 
we have a tolerably preser%'cd account of the siege of Urshu (some¬ 
where in northern Syria) by their army; while the epics of Ugarit, 
m the same area, tell of a siege of Udum (page 50). 

so,* says the geographer Strabo (himself from Asia Minor) 
m the days of Aupjstus, ‘Homer took the Trojan War, an historical 
fact, and decked it out w-ith his fanciful stories.*’ According to one 
convenient definition of terms, this makes his story a legend (that is 
to say a story based, however remotely, on historical fact), as opposed 
to a myth wWch has no basis of fact at all. At any rate the Greeks, 
who felt their lack of ancient records such as those of Egypt and 
Asia, took the whole thing as history, and based a great part of their 
entire cultural tradition upon this acceptance. The heroes and their 
doings were believed to have been authentic^a supposition which 
Homer had encouraged by the careful orderliness with which he 
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circumscribes them all within two or three generations* Some of 
the leading figures^ it has been suggested, may really have been 
personifications of warring tribes, whose varying fortunes during the 
migrations arc reflected in the victories or deaths of this or that 
hero. Be that as it may, the poem, though its subject is the Wrath of 
Achilles and not the war as a whole—of which we do not see the end 
—is made to look like a chronicle. 

Since people like having remote ancestors to venerate, the stories 
w ere perpetuated and ebborated as each family or city attached a 
glorious pedigree to i^lf, Down to Roman times, there w ere tombs 
and relics attributed to the heroes to be seen everywhere in Greece, 
and t^iey were accorded a specific kind of worship of their own 
(page 235). Similar remains are also found in Homer’s native country, 
western Asia Minor* Myths and legends of Greece had been trans¬ 
planted there when the country was colonized (amid raids and 
migrations such as those which had earlier given binh to epics) at the 
end of the first millennium BC*; and so w e find ‘‘tombs’ of Achilles, 
Idomencus and Calchas on, those coasts* The island of Lesbos 
retained stronger links: for across the gulf of tiine which separated 
the Trojan War from the Greek city-states, the royal house and the 
constitution survived and remained the same* At Cyme in Aeolis, too, 
there was a king Agamemnon w^ho claimed descent from the Homeric 
hero- 

The destroyers of Mycenae may (though this cannot be said for 
certain) have been no less Greek than their victims—backw^d 
relations, the last stream of Greek invaders. That is to say, they may 
have been the Dorians, who passed through the Balkans into northern 
Greece (v. 1150-1 too), pushing before them earlier Gr^k arrivals 
(Acollans and lonians) who thus became the migrants to Asia Minor 
to whom reference has just been made. Of the first four centuries 
after these events we have little knowledge, and w^c call it a ‘Dark 
Agc\ At least material prosperity was smaller, and communications 
were fewer; though the break may not have been so complete as was 

• Pdcto^ of ibfr clemitli century bC h*3 i»w been dfscdTcred at Smyrna, of whidi the 
mditionil fountUdofMtitc ^ 1 tAf bc. 
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supposed. How w»s the *Dsrk Age’? Or is it only our knowledge 
that K ^rkr That is a question that archacolo^ are nvine to 
answer. But at any rate the age was one of great changes. There was, 
for example, a i^ked artistic break. Writing, which had existed so 
abundantly on Cretan and .Vlycenaean ‘Linear B’ tablets, vanished 
or almost vanished for four hundred years; ihe fine arts of fresco 
inetal-work and ivory-carving came to an end; and the designs of the 
charectei^c Geometric pottery, made at Athens* and dther centres 
dunng these ^k centunes, were schematic and linear, so far 
removed from Minoan and Mycenaean curves that a direct line of 
arnstic descent (other, perhaps, than in the actual shapes of the vases) 
IS hard to imagine. ^ 

To™ds 750 or even 700 BC. the Homeric poems took something 
hke their final shape. Dunng the intermediate period, the bards had 
ton Illiterate or at any rate did not commit their poems to wriring 
In these intervening centuries the epic poems, with their stock 
formulas (themes, word-groups, and phrases) as mnemonic guides 
for imprompru smgmg, had been orally tmnsmitted from bard to 
hke the Nt^ and German sagas, or the stories stUl to be 
found in western Ireland. In the 28.000 lines of the //ad and Odvriey 
here are 25,^ repeated phrases, large and small, and for Jh ^ 
thirtyeseven leading characters in the two poems there is a stock 
descriptive phrase of the same length. Handed down by such means 
through *c generations, the llhd brings us not only the distant 
events and stones of the siege ofTroy, hut many accretions of subject 

from the centuries between—and from the rime of the genius who'^ 

f" .“""“'y. «« t!t= P«m into its superb and 

timeless form By 1 unique paradox, Greek literature us 

With poems of unsurpassable beauty. * 

TOether this poet of the Iliad himself transformed into a single 
epic the mulmudmous, relatively short lays (concerned with religion 
hist^', folk-lore, ntual and fattej') that he inherited, or whethefthis 
amalgamation had already, in whole or part, been gradually evolved 
by many composers over a loog period, is and well rernain 
Tto u ,l«d,v ■Proa>G«»areic' peawy „ ,, ^ 
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unkncmTi. The neiucst thing to a fact,' as Professor Denys Page 
observes, ‘is the name of Homer, the man who, by his skill as master 
poet, absorbed the finest product of the poetic past into a balanced 
and harmonious unity.' Probably he accompanied his own recitadcin 
of the poem with the lyre used by a bard in the Odyssij ^—unless he 
employed a baton, attributed to him by Pindar {518-438 BC), and 
directed the performances of others. Whether the poems were com¬ 
posed for this specific purpose or not, their recitation is likely to have 
taken place at a great festival; we do not know w-hich, but perhaps it 
was the Pan-Ionian festival at Mount Mycale, the promontory 
between Ephesus and Miletus in western Asia Minor* 

Thorc had long been fesri^-als, but during the eighth century (in 
which the Olympic games too were founded) they became larger and 
grander. The Iliad could be recited in fifteen two-hour sessions, that 
is to say in three days, or two if the audience had enough stamma; 
no doubt the bards worked in relays. This was about the time w'hcn, 
as inscriptions show, the Phoenician alphabet was coming to the 
Greeks. That meant that the poem was copied down—not neoessanly 
by Homer, though no: long after his day. The Iliad and Qdyssty^ 
when composed, became the property of a guild or clan, the 
Homcfidae, who ‘published' them by recitation.^® Perhaps King 
Pisistratus of Athens (560-527 BC) arranged for them to be given their 
final form; and then, for another four hundred years, editors contin¬ 
ued to leave their mark on the text* The present division into 
twenty “four books may date from the third century' BC* 

There were in the Trojan Cyde, in addition to ihc Iliad and 
Odyixy, six other poems of uncertain authorship but attributed to 
Homer: the Cypria (from the Judgment of Paris, page 441, to the 
War); Aethiopis (about Achilles' slaying of Penthesilea the Amaw>n, 
'Phersites and the Ethiopian Memnon, followed by his own death) ; 
the Iliad\ Sa^h af TVaj; Retttrns (Hastoi) of the heroes; and 
Tekgmij (about Tdegonus, Odysseus' son by Grce). The Iliad itself, 
about the Wrath of Achilles, wasoneofacy'dc of poems about Wraths* 

A very long period indeed, full of convulsions and vidssitudes, and 
lacking in records other than this constantly growing oral tradidon. 
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had elapsed between the Mycenaean age and the welding together of 
the Homeric poems* The situation might almost be compared to the 
Meidcan village of Santiago where, according to John Steinbeck, 
^they set out a battle between peoples they did not know in a land 
they had never heard of in a time that was forgotten*. So far distant 
from the events, the Iliad's points of contact with Mycenae arc 
sometimes tenuous. For example, the ^Linear B* tablets now' show 
the Mycenacans to have possessed a highly organized, bureaucrabc 
society of inventories, land tenures, labour specialization, and much 
wTiting—endless counting and classifying and assessing—far closer 
to the Hittites and the peoples of north Syria than to the simpler 
picture by Homer. , 

And then again, w'ith an eye on later times, the poet perhaps 
overesrimates the West-East aspect of the original siege of Troy. 
Trojan culture had looked westwards (as archaeological retnams 
make clear) rather than to its mainland Hitrite neighbours, and its 
population w'as of somewhat similar cultural background to the 
Greek invaders* So Homer may only be reflecting a later awareness 
of difference between Greece and the East (which was to culminate 
in the Persian War) when he stresses the oriental cosmopolitanism 
of the Trojan ranks. They were like the sheep that stand in their 
thousands in a rich Farmer^s yard yielding their white milk and 
bleating incessantly because they hear their lambs* Such w'as the 
babel that went up from the great Trojan army, which hailed from 
many parts, and being without a common language used many 
different cries and calls/" The signiheanct of the war as origin of the 
strife between Greece and the East, much stressed by historians 
such as Herodotus, may only have become apparent after lonkn and 
Aeolian Greek settlers on the coast of Asia Minor—ancestors of 
Homer himself—had clashed, perhaps in the ninth century, with 
Asian peoples soch as the Phry gians. 

Indeed, even if the Greek conception of the heroic age began on 
the mainland after the fall of Mycenae, its survival may have been 
largely due to the Ionian forerunners of Homer preserving across 
the Aegean, with the retentiveness of a 'coloniaF outlook, their ties 
with their original homes in Greece itself. Whik the IliatTs pre- 
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donunandy war-like tone belongs to a strain which was to reach its 
climax in Sparta, the quite different tradition represented by its 
sensitivity of touch, its candid individualism and its flowing narrative 
seems Ionian* And then again, the iron axes, knives and arTOw 4 ieads 
mentioned in the Ui^ likewise date from not earlier than the turn of 
the first mdlcnniurn, when the Iron Age came to the Aegean; and, 
incidenially, even many of the blows attributed to bronze w eapons in 
the poem could only have been struck by iron. Cremation, too, in the 
Geometric urns which this later age produced (page 36), is the 
universal Homeric practice, whereas the normal Mycenaean custom 
had been inhumation. TTie poet of the Hiad lived in these new times, 
and lys poem shows much more of its poet’s Geometric age than of 
his subject’s Mycenaean epoch. Bick across the centuries, from his 
own supposedly inferior ‘dark’ age, looks Homer with nostalgic 
approval at an earlier dme of golden bellicosities, feudal homes, 
baronial mansions and loyal retainers* Perhaps this picture was 
flattering and comforting to the squireens or princelings of his own 
day; ar any rate they must have applauded the rapid discomfiture 
of the only political malcontent of the Ilhd^ Thersites* 

Is there any relation between the Homeric Htad and contemporary 
visual art? If so our know^Jedge of each would be enriched. It is 
certainly possible to tract on the Geometric pottery, made at Athens 
and also at Smyrna (one of the contestants for Homer’s birthplace) 
and other centres across the Aegean, a gradual development'—along¬ 
side purely linear motif—of scene and figure-painting. By the middle 
of the eighth century, when the first Greek temple with architectural 
pretensions, Hera’s temple at Samos, was erected, there were big 
funeral vases, some showing designs of races and processions, and 
many with battle scenes. Among these scenes, incidents from the 
Iliad and other epic poems have been identified; but without 
certainty. Figure sculpture was sdU highly formal, and a new way 
of depicting human beings and human life was being w'orked out 
step by step. It is hard to say which figure is meant to represent 2 
god or a hero, or if so who this is, until writing and personal attributes 
appear on vases during the seventh century. Then incidents from 
the Iliad arc soon found in Boeoda, Sparta, Corinth, eastern Greece 
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and the islands. Did the poets inspire the painters, or vf 3 s it the 
other way round? The visual artists have been credited with hitting 
upon a way of representing the human body, and setting up a chain 
reaction which transformed the narrations of the poets. But Homer 
w'ith his consummate artistry and eyewitness technique is so much 
more advanced than the Geometric painters that this seems un¬ 
likely 1 and the interactions between poet and visual artist, such as 
occur in later western art, are hard to trace. 

Vet Homer possessed the abnormally strong and imaginative 
visual sense which earned him Voltairc^s description as a ''sublime 
painter". The colour and vivid itudemcss of his similes, drawn from 
a wide range of nature and human Life, present a marked cont|;ast to 
the simplicicy and rarity of such figures in the Song of Roland or 
Beowulf If Dante’^s similes make us see the scene more definitely. 
Humerus make us feel one particular feature of it; and they are the 
very essence of his intuition. Often two pictures follow rapidly upon 
one another, to emphasize different aspects, or a contrast or change. 

As obliterating fire Lights up a vast forest 
along the crests of a mountain, and the flare shows 
far off, 

so, as they marched, from the magniheent bronze the 
gleam went 

dazzling all about through the upper air to the heaven. 

These, as the multitudinous nations of birds winged, 
of geese, and of cranes, and of swans long-throated, 
in the x\sian meadow beside the Caystrian waters 
this way and that way make their lUghts in the pride 
of their wings, then 

settle in clashing swarms and the whole meadow echoes 
with them, 

so of these the multitudinous tribes from the ships and 
shelters poured to the plain of Scamander, and the 
earth beneath ihcir 

feet and under the feet of tljcir horses thundered 
horribly* 
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They took position in the blossoming meadow of 
Scamander, 

thousands of them, as leaves and flowers appear in their 
season. 

Like the muldttidinous nations of swarming insects 
who drive hither and thither about the stalls of the 
sheepfold 

in the season of spKng when the milk splashes in the 
milk pails; 

in such numbers the flowing-haired Achaeans stood up 
through the plain against the Trojans, hearts burning 
, to break them.'“ 

Homer conveys the pictorial and emotional appeal not only of a 
great battle but of humble, natural scenes and doings. This is one 
aspect of his unique descriptive powers, of his simple, natural, 
picturesque, imaginative style, suited perfectly to its theme. 

J AchilUs: Helm 

Each person in the Homeric myths is a strongly differentiated indiv¬ 
idual. The greatest w'arrior among them is Achilles. He is, at times, 
savage; this may be intended to reflect his origins from Greecc^s 
Thessalian periphery. But he is also the most beautiful, eloquent, 
courteous, generous and wise among the heroes. He obeyed his 
father's orders 'always to be the best and to surpass others*,** There 
are few signs, naturally enough, of the Christian chivalry of Roland, 
Lancelot or Beowulf. Yet he is a man of taste and artistic skill, 
'singing of famous men, accompanying himself on a tuneful lyre*, 
and a great gentleman—not at all the spoilt, boastful boy, dreading a 
scene, into whom Euripides w^as to make him (page 261)** 

JliaJ concentrates interest upon this formidable personality. 
With his lust for undying fame, his prowess in batde and his 
sensitivity to insults, he is the most nearly perfect praeddoner of the 
Homeric code. He has a good deal in common with Shake5peare*s 
Hotspur—youth, prowess, passion for honour and a personal wrong 
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to resent. Yet AcKilles is not only more ferocious, but also more 
tragic. Though there is not, until the Roman poet Statius, any 
mention of that all too mortal heel which limits the invulnerabilit)' 
conferred on him by his mother Thetis, and he is no more vulnerable 
or invulnerable than anyone else, he knows he is foredoomed.^® Like 
the Sumerian hero Gilgamesh, and Keret of Syrian Ugarit (page 
50], he is partly of divine extraction, and yet he, again Like them, is 
fated to die. This is the classic tragedy of man^s fudle quest to over^ 
come death, a theme on which many Greek myths were to brood, 
Achilles embodies the qualities w'hich most men would like to 
have. He possesses in extreme degree all the virtues and faults of the 
hero, and these are the cause of all that happens. He resents being 
flouted by Agamemnon because this denies due honour to his 
outstanding heroic qualities,^’ Yet Achilles, in his turn, is put in the 
wTong by his refusal to accept Agamemnon^s terms: this is disregard 
both of his commander and of his companions—one of whom, 
Odysseus, suggests that he should give way now so as to receive 
payment as part of the apolog^^ doe.^^ Later, half-maddened w ith 
grief and passion after the death of Patroclus, Achilles Ls no longer 
interested in honour or propriety. But then, in the last book, comes 
his unforgettable vindication—the deeply moving encounter with 
Friam, a purification and a surprise; yet no surprise, for we ought to 
have expected it of him* Though fierce emotions sdJJ bum below- the 
surface,'* the hand he reaches out to the old man repairs the failure 
in his character (page 57). 

Before this, we have seen all his complexity vanish in the rage of 
the supreme warrior, whose appearance is as terrifying as his ferocit)-, 

A clash went from the grinding of his teeth, and his 
eyes glowed 

as if they were the stare of a fire, and the heart 
inside him 

was entered with sorrow beyond endurance. Raging at 
the Trofans 

he pm on the gifts of the god, that Hephaestus wrought 
him with much toil. 


TN£ WRATH OF ACHILLES 


First he placed along his legs the fair greaves 
linked with 

silver fastenings to hold the greaves at the ankles* 
Afterw'ards he girt on about his chest the corseletj 
and across his shoulders slung the sw^ord with the 
nails of silver, 

a bronze sword, and caught up the great shield, huge 
and heavy 

next, and from it the light glimmered far, as from the 
moon. 

.^nd as when from across water a light shines to mariners 
■ from a blazing fire, when the fire is burning 
high in the mountains 

in a desolate steading, as the mariners are carried 
unwilling 

by storm winds over the fish-swarming sea, far away from 
their loved ones; 

so the light from the fair elaborate shield of Achilles 
shot into the high air. And lifting the helm he set it 
massive upon his head, and the helmet crested with 
horse-hair 

shone like a star, the golden fringes were shaken about it 
which Hephaestus had driven close along the hom 
of the helmet. 

And brilliant Achilles tried himself in his armour, to see 
if it fitted close, and how his glorious limbs 
ran within it, 

and the armour became as wings and upheld the shepherd 
of the people. 

Next he pulled out from its standing place the spear 
of his father, 

huge, heavy, thick, which no one else of all the Achacans 
could handle, but Achilles alone knew how to wield it, 
the Pelian ash spear which Chiron had brought 
to his father 

from high on Pelion, to be death for fighters in battle.^" 
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As ihc glitter of bronze ripplni lilte laughter over the plain, and the 
glory of arms lit up the sky, he gnashed his teeth in an intolerable 
fury, and his eyes blazed with a fire which burned down the ocntunes 
in the heart of every Greek, 

Even in death, songs did not leave him, 

but, standing beside his pyre and his grave, the maidens 

of Helicon let fall upon him their abundant dirge. 

Even the immortals were pleased 
to bestow on a brave man, though perished, the song of 
goddesses.” 

U is Achilles who gives the Huid its architectural unity. The poemis a 
great bridge with five massive piers—his quarrel with his supreme 
commander - his refusal to forgive ^ the resulting death of Pacroclus; 
the vengeance on Hector; and the final scene of mere)- to Priam. 

Hector, too, U a glorious fighter. *ln front of him he holds his 
rounded shield, with its dose layers of hide and its ample sheath of 
beaten bronze; and his burnished helmet sways upon his temples,*^ 
But he is less wholc’^hearted than Achilles, and perhaps a beaer 
leader than warrior. He is not, as some have called him, weak and 
valueless, nor is he a proud wanior madly leading his dty to ruin. 
He is a good man in whom the warlike and elegiac moods meet, a 
good son, husband, father and champion. But he, too, is fated to die. 

Out of the bright sky Zeus himself was working to 
help him 

and among men so numerous he honoured this one man 
and glorified him, since Hector was to have only a 
short life, 

and already the day of his death was being driven 
upon him 

by Pallas Athene through the strength of Achilles. 

Hector himself, tike Achilles, is not hopeful about his fate; and knows 
that Troy will fall." But although he and Ms city cannot escape, he 
will win glory if he dies bravely. 
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Acacus 
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TABLE j 
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I sons 
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It is a [errible moment when this mighty man quails and runs 
before Achilles. The moment has caught the attention of that dr^r'ly 
realistic yet compassionate, much more Hellenistic than epic, 
Alexandrian poet of our own century, Cavaiy: witing, as E. M. 
Forster said, ^at a slight angle to the universe* about the interactions 
of past and present. 

Our efforts are like those of the Trojans. 

We think that with resolution and daring 
We win alter the downdrag of destiny. 

But when the great crisis comes. 

Our daring and our resoludon vanish *' 

And we run all around the walls 
Seeking to save ourselves in flight. 

However, our fall is certain. Above 
On the walls, the dirge has already begun. 

But until that desperate time, Hector is the leader and hope of Troy. 

He is critical of his brother Paris, who had caused the war by 
taking Helen, and earlier (as Homer does not tell) by the Judgment 
through which he preferred Aphrodite to Hera and Athene (page 
441)* “Sir,** said Hector of the glittering helmet, **no reasonable 
man could make light of your achievements in battle: yon have 
plenty of courage. But you are too ready to give up w hen it suits you, 
and refuse to fight. And 1 find it mortifying to hear you abused by 
the Trojans, whom you yourself have brought to this pass.** *“ 

The most interesting of the other heroes are all Greeks. The 
supreme commander xA.gamenmon is physically brave, but lacking 
in moral courage and resolution. Worried, truculent, greedy, un¬ 
truthful, violent and boastful, he says and does the wrong thing, 
veering between pigheadedness and generosity, confidence and 
despair. Homer*s careful delineation of his faults seems to reflect 
the hatred of feudal princes for the necessity of accepting a temporary 
overlord. Agamemnon*s brother MeneUus, unfortunate to be 
cuckolded, h brave but lacks glamour, has bad lock in not winning 
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his duel with Paris, and is no leader, * ^^Str,” remarks King Agamem¬ 
non to Nestor, **there are times when I should indeed be glad to see 
you take Menelavis to task. He is often inclined to do nothin g and let 
things slide, not through laziness or any lack of brains, but because be 
looks to me and depends on my inimtive.” 

Odysseus, on the other hand, is the complete man of action, 
unromantically but lovingly drawn. Vigorous (on one day he eats 
three dinners) and extremely intelligent, he is nevertheless everj- 
body^s friend because of his good sense—or nearly evety'body^s, for 
the beefy, dull-witted Ajax (whom he cheats at wrestling) suffered 
from his cleverness.** Nestor is a long-winded Polonius whose advice 
is sound; though at the games he elaborately adinses his son how to 
cheat. And he is good at urging men who, unlike himself, are sdll fit 
for fighdng not to hang back—even the mightiest of the warriors, 
such as Diomede, The prince Diomedes was asleep, w ith the hide of 
a farm-yard oi beneath him, and a glossy rug drawn under his head. 
Nestor the Gerenian charioteer went up to him, woke him with a 
touch of his foot, and flung a taunt at him to rouse him further, 
"*Wake up,^^ he said. **Why should you sleep in comfort all night 
long? flas it escaped your nodee that the Trojans are sitting on the 
plain above us, barely a stone’s throw' from the ships?” Diomedes, 
who had woken and leapt up in a trice, replied with some feeling: 
“You arc a hard old man, sir, and you never take a moment’s rest. 
Are there not younger men in the army to go the rounds and call up 
all the kings? There is no holding you down, my venerable lord.” 

There arc real w omen, also, in the Iliad- It is true that they are not 
in the midst of public affairs, as in the Icelandic sagas, and when 
they are slaves they are baubles to be traded and exchanged—not 
always at a flatteringly high price. ^Losing no time, the son of Pcleus 
brought out and displayed fresh prizes for the third event, the aU-in 
wrestling. For the winner there wns a big three-legged cauldron to 
go on the fire—^it was worth a dozen oxen by Achaean reckoning-— 
and for the loser he brought forward a woman thoroughly trained in 
domestic work, who w’as valued at four oxen in the camp.’** Yet the 
wives of the heroes play their part with dignity', like Gudrun and 
Brynhild, and they have sensitivity, poise, responsibili^ and good 
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taste. Helen and Andromache are as seriously depicted as Achilles— 
though in this masculine world love sometimes seems below the 
dignity of the fighting man; we arc not among the loveis of a 
troubadour. But Hector and Andromache are a loving couple, there 
are even signs of an attachment betw een Achilles and Briseis, and it 
is because of Paris^ fatal love for Helen that the whole war was 
fought. 

An unhappy W'oman, doomed by Zeus (as she Itnows) to be a 
subject for poets, to the Greeks Helen was a desperate, beautiful, 
tragic curse (page 190). But such was her beauty that the Trojan 
elders of the Ilutd had only to sec her to understand how it had all 
happened—though they would prefer that she was not with them. 

These were seated by the Scaean gates, elders of 
the people. 

Now through old age these fought no longer, yet 
were they excellent 

speakers still, and clear, as cicadas who through 
the forest 

settle on trees, to issue their delicate voice of 
singing. 

Such were they who sat on the tower, chief men of 
the Trojans. 

And these, as they saw Helen along the tower 
approaching, 

murmuring softly to each other uttered their winged 
words: 

‘Surely there is no blame on Trojans and strong- 
greaved Achacans 

If for long time they suffer hardship for a woman 
like this one. 

Terrible is the Likeness of her face to immortal 
goddesses. 

Still, though she be such, let her go away in 
the ships, lest 

she be left behind, a grief to us and our children.** 

48 


THE WRATH OF ACHILLES 

Helen's name is pre-Greek; perhaps she began her history and cult 
IS a tree-goddess. The stories about her are conflicting, k is said that 
the poet StesichortlS;^ perhaps living in the sixth century EC, i^as 
struck blind for blaming Helen, and wrote a ‘palinode* denying that 
she had ever been at Troy—it was only a phantom had been there, 
and she got no farther than Eg>'pt; and the story is told again in 
Euripides* Helai^^ This tradition has been perpetuated in our own 
day by his compatriot George Seferis: 

She was there, at the descrt*s edge, I touched her. 

She spoke to me. 

^It is not true, it is not true,* she cried. 

* *I never went aboard that coloured ship; 

t never trod the ground of manly Troy’,,. 


She was there, on the bants of a Delta* 

And at Troy? 

Nothing. At Troy a phantom. 

So the gods willed it. 

And Paris lay with a shadow as though it were 
solid flesh: 

And we were slaughtered for Helen ten long years. 

The alternative and more famous version, telling of Helen's abdiiC’ 
tion to Troy, may well have been no part of the original Trojan 
legend. The poets seem to have borro^ved it from some source 
dependent upon an epic of Ugarit, on the Syrian coast. Ugarit, now 
Ras Shamra near Latakia, was a flourishing kingdom between the 
eighteenth and thirteenth oenturies sc, and the town included what 
was perhaps the world^s first great international port. The Ugarit 
poems, mainly of fourteenth-century' date, belong to the north¬ 
western branch of the Semitic languages, and are written in 
Cianaanltc alphabetic cuneiform, foreshadowing the Phoenician 
alphabet which was to come to Greece in the eighth century^ iiC 
{page 37). The Ugaritic poems have strong links not only with the 
Old Testament but also with the Homeric cycle. For there are very 
many detailed echoes of these poems in the and OdyssejA ^ — 
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fw oample, the Odysity likes dogs *»(page 88) which are popular at 
Ugant but nowhere else in the Semitic world; and there are fore- 
shadowings of the story of Helen. In the epic Kmt, the prince of that 
name mourns the departure of his wife, but the god El—called 'father 
of men’ like Zeus—tells him to besiege Udum and demand the long’s 
daughter Hurriya ‘whose eye-balls ate gems ofsapphires, whose eye¬ 
lids alabaster cups’. Keret doesso. and the besieged city surrendersher. 

Th^ correspondences raise a question which is important to our 
nistonal knowledge of the trmsnussion of m^ihology. Are the 
similaHm due, ultimately, w the oonnectioiu between the Mijioans 
and Ugarit in the seventeenth and sixteenth centuries BC?—for 
^tan pottery was imported to Ugarii, and there was probably a 
Minoan settlement there^ But then, in the fourteenth and thirteenth 
^turies, this colony was superseded by a Mrcenaean settlement 
Did that play a pan in the transmission? Or does the link between 
Homeric and Ugaritic poems instead indicate a Kteraty assodation 
in the eighth century-, between Homer and the Phoenicians who had 
taken over Ugarit traditions? There was by then a Greek colony-in 
the closest relation with the great Phoenician cities of Byblus Tvre 
^d Stdon^at Fofiidium (?A1 s\tina) by the mouth of the Qmntes 
Moreover, that w^s the dmc when the Greeks borrowed, first the 
Phoenician alphabet, and then (and increasingly in the next cenmry) 
the m^y oncntahzing' artistic features, fantastic monsters and the 
hke for which Phoenicia wis the natural intermediary between 
Greek lands and the near or middle east—Efebybn and Assyria 
with then roots tn the Sumerian past (page 94). The answers to 
these problems are not with us yet; but the researches of the next few 
years may provide them. 

At any rate Helen might never have got to Troy if it had not been 
for Les^ntine Keref. But the alternative rendering—that she did 
not-reflecTs the existence of a second version unaffected by Keret. 


4 Ike Qtiaiities p /n [Jer^ 

outstanding contributions to human civilization 
for good and for evil, 15 its concept of the hero. The Greeks of the 
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ctghch century dc, and for ever afterwards, “ saw somcdimg splendid 
and superhuman about what they supposed to be their lost past* 
lliis seemed to them filled with superb figures living for renownj 
and pursuing it with competitive vigour. The Hero must use his 
superior qualities at all times to e^ccel and win applause, for that is 
the reward and demonstration of his manhoods He makes honour 
his paramount code, and glory the driving force and aim of his 
existence. Birth, wealth and prow^ess confirm a hero’s dtie; hU 
idsils arc courage, endurance, strength and beauty. Enthusiastically 
confident in what he achieves and possesses, he relics upon his own 
ability to mate the fullest use of his powers. 

Yet, although he is no god, there is something about him which 
brings him not too far from heaven: Hesiod thought of the heroes as 
half-w-ay betw'een gods and men (page 126).“ Their mighty achieii'e- 
ments inspired poets to suggest that human nature, far though it is 
from divinity, can yet come within reach of it’—a conclusion which 
the greater claims of the supernatural had made impossible for 
Egypt or Babylonia. For the Greeks, too, there were many reserves 
and qualifications; yet man could still aspire. In the words of Pindar 
the Boeotian : 

We can in greatness of mind 
Or of body be like the Immortals, 

Though we know' not to what goal 

By day or in the nights 

Fate has w'ritten that we shall run.®* 

Glory—favourable public opinion—was the quality by which the 
individual could become like the gods. It w*as a glory of military and 
athletic prowess, hereditary arrogance and aristocratic class privilege. 
The only demagogue in the Hiadt Thersites, receives contemptuous 
punishment. Heroic aspiration is the keynote; denial of due honour 
was a catastrophe for Achilles (page 42). The hero’s whole career 
was an unremitting struggle, undertaken with all his manly 
endurance for the first prize among his peers. In a 

period of rapid transition Homer, like E>ante and Shakespeare after 
him, is upholding a traditional nostalgic S)'Stem of values . 
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No remote serenity was attributed to these legendary 6guies. They 
were violently emotional, and of erratic tempemmental stabilit>\ 
^Vhen Patroclus is killed, there is no question of the greatest of the 
heroes, Achilles, keeping a stiff upper lip, ‘He picked up the dark 
dust in both his hands and poured it on his head. He soiled his 
comely face with it, and filthy ashes settled on his scented tunic* 
He cast himself dow n on the earth and lay there like a fallen giant, 
fouling his hair and taring it out with his own hands. The maid- 
seivants whom he and Patroclus had captured caught the alarm and 
all ran sertanaing out of doors. They beat their breasts with their 
hands and sank to the ground beside their royal master* On the 
other side, Antilochus shedding tears of misery held the hajids of 
Achilles as he sobbed out his noble heart, for fear that he might lake 
a knife and cut his throat/*^ 

Yet in weakness and strength alike the Hero has transformed our 
ways of thinking* The heroic outlook shook off primitive super¬ 
stitions and taboos by show'ing that man can do amaring things by 
his Own effort and by his own nature, indeed that he can almost 
rise ah&ve his own nature into strengths scarcely known or under¬ 
stood* As early' as the Homeric poems themselves the great stories 
are held up as educational examples*“ This continued throughout 
antiquity, and then again in the schools of the Renaissance upon 
which the tiitt institutions of today, not least in Britain and America, 
arc still based. When we read the niad, we feel larger than life, 
freed from the compulsion of present realities* The epic heroes 
carry' us with them in their struggles and rheir sufferings; they 
are not as we arc, yet we follow after them* And so when they 
suffer or exult, so do we. 

Herder in 1773 attacked all rococo attempts to prettify the heroes* 
His admirer Goethe saw in the Greeks a people that had understood 
better than any other how to give form to life on a grand scale—they 
knew how to strike out and, while keeping within bounds, savour 
life to the limit. The Greeks, with their heroes, w'cre the most vivid 
experience of Goethe's life—'though a disillusioning one in the end, 
because he, a modem northerner, came to despair of reviving them 
from the dead. To Holderlin, before his mind failed, the heroes were 
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a rulmg passion. ^Greece Wi'as my first love, and shall I say that she 
will be my last? , - . WTio can endure itl WTiom does the terrifying 
glory of antiquity' not uproot, as the hurricane uproots young woods 
when it seizes them, as it seized me? * * * i loved my heroes as a moth 
loves the light.* 

Yet much of the militanq^ of the w estern tradition, as wed as its 
humanity, can also be traced back to the personages of the Hiad; for 
instance, the spirit of Thomas Carlyle, wanting Ou Heroes ^nd HezQ 
Worship. He feels a ‘heart-felt prostrate admiration, submission, 
burning, boundless, for a noblest god-like Form of Man ♦ Quoting 
Novalis on the Body of Man as the one, holy Temple in the Universe, 
Carlyle claims to link the hero^mlt with Chnstiaiiit)' ^‘the great^t 
of Heroes is one*—but it is a Chnstian ideal far from the humility 
of the New' Testament. 

For the Homeric hero loved battle, and fighting was his life. The 
society to which he is said to belong devotes peculiar, maximum 
attention to war, like the heroic ages in Russia, India, among the 
south Slavs, and also (we are leanuiig) in Afnca* A hero s activity 
is narrower than a god’s because it is concentrated on the most 
testing kind of action, war—hateful perhaps and with miserable 
moments, but an unequalled field for achievement and glorv% 
I^rge stretches of the lU^d hav'e been described as a hath of blood, 
gl{>riously described* The fighting can occasionally be broken off 
for a conference {Usad U, HI), But, although there are subordinate 
traces of a more peaceful ethic embodying ideas of justice, the heroic 
pursuit of glory leaves no room for chivalry or the sporting spirit, 
because lack of suitably emphasized vengeance would mean an 
inadequate satisfaction of honour. It was, usually, fiitiJe to plead with 
a hero’s sense of injury/Patroclus picked up a jagged, sparkling stone 
—his hand just covered it—and standing in no awe of Hector threw 
it w ith all his force. He did not make an idle cast, for the sharp stone 
caught HectoT*s driver Cebrioncs, King Priam’s bastard son, on the 
forehead, with the horses* reins in his hands. It shattered both his 
eyebrows, crushing in the bone; and his eyes fell out and rolled in 
the dust at his feet. He dropped from the well-built chariot like a 
diver and yielded up his life* The kmght Patroclus jeered at him:; 
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“Hal Quite an acrobat, I see, judging by that graceful dive I The man 
who takes so neat a header from a chariot on land could dive for 
oysters from a ship at sea in any weather and fetch up plenty for a 
feast. I did not know^ that the Trojans had such divers ” 

The gloating reaches its culmination when Achilles and Hector 
meet in the duel that is fatal to Hector. 

Qean through the soft pan of the neck the spear^ 
point was driven. 

Yet the ash spear heavy with bronze did not sever the 
windpipe, 

so that Hector could still make exchange of words 
spoken. 

But he dropped in the dust, and brilliant Achilles 
vaunted above him: 

^Hector* surely you thought as you killed Patroclus 
you would be 

safe, and since i was far away you thought nothing of 
me, 

0 fool, for an avenger was left, far greater than 
he was, 

behind him and away by the hollow ships. And It 
w as I; 

and I hive broken your strength; on yon the dogs 
and the vultures 

shall feed and foully rip you; the Aebaeans will 
bury Patroclus.’^* 

And Achilles, ach day, dragged the corpse in the dust behind his 
chanot, three times round the tomb of Patroclus.** Already at the 
^ncral of Patroclus, Achilles in his grief had gone beyond the 
Homenc norm—by human sacriJice. He had 'done an evil thing* 
he put a dozen brave men, the sons of noble Trojans, to the sw ord! 
^d set the pyre alight so that pitiless flames might feed on them\** 
Genodde, too, already thousands of years old, had been the stated 
ami of the Trojan War as Homer described it. ‘No, we are not going 
to leave a single one of them alive, down to the babies in their 
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mothers’ wombs—not even they must live. The whole people must 
be wiped out of existence, and none be left to think of them and 
shed a tear/** 

Such barbarities aprt, an atmosphere of tragedy surrounds the 
Hero. There is pathos in his struggle against his fellows and against 
fate; he fulfils himself in death, the last and most searching ordeal, 
the true test of worth. The death of the old in battle^ thought Homer 
and after him the Spartan poet Tyrtaeus, was even more to be 
deplored than the death of the young, for the old man’s corpse looks 
less noble. But the death of a hero, too, was seen as utterly hateful 
'To Homer above all/ remarked Louise Matthaei, 'we owe that 
amazed and stricken sense of the utterly unjustifiable oppression of 
death, which has dogged us ever sinoc.’ To Simone Weil it seemed 
that when a great hero of the Iliad fell, 'the bitterness of this scene, 
we savour it whole, alleviated by no comforting fiction, no consoling 
immoitalityv no faint halo of patriotic glory’» Heroism leads to misery 
and death, honour to slaughter: the poet knows much about human 
suffering. Such a myth, to psychoanalysts like Geza Roheim, reflects 
human nature’s tragic ambivalence, of which there is no termination 
but death. 

The epic bards of all nations inherited a tradition of sorrow and 
defeat. And above all the deaths of Hector and Patroclus, for all the 
bragging over them, are too pitiful for savage exultation to pre^'ail. 
'Fhcre is pity for the shortness of heroes’ lives and the waste caused 
by their anger and pride, and pity is heightened by the contrast 
between their passionate delight in living and our knowledge (which 
they sometimes share) of what lies in store for them. Yet this is not 
the melancholy of Edda and Beowulf and £r^/erKEjrcr, but a 
conviction based less on pessimism than on the belief that life is 
important because there is little beyond the grave (page 94). The 
pathos and war w'eariness of the Iliad arc subordinate to the main 
clash of arms; nevertheless, at times, the sadness is clearly beards 
It is a tragic conception, already sounded in the firat five verses, 
that a quarrel should bring so much death and disaster. 

On the Trojan side, there is impending catastrophe in Hector’s 
meeting with his baby boy Asty anax. 
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'But may I be dead and the piled earth hide me 
under before I 

hear you crying and know by this that they drag 
you captive.* 

So speaking glorious Hector held out his 
arms to his baby, 

who shrank back to his fair-girdled nurse’s 
bosom 

screaming, and frightened at the aspect of his own 
father, 

termed as he saw the bronze and the crest with 
its horsehair, 

nodding dreadfully, as he thought, from the peak 
of the helmet. 

Then his beloved father laughed out, and his 
honoured mother, 

and at once glorious Hector lifted from his head 
the helmet 

and lud it in all its shining upon the ground. Then 
taking 

up his dear son he tossed him about in his arms, and 
kissed him, 

and lifted his voice in prayer to Zeus and the other 
inunortals: 

‘Zeus, and you other immortals, grant that this bo>', 
who is my son, 

may as I am, pre-eminent among the 
Trojans, 

great in strength, as am I, and rule strongly over 
Ilion; 

and some day let them say of him: “He is better by 
far than his father,” 

as he comes in from the fighting; and let him kill 
his enemy 

and bring home the blooded spoils, and delight the 
heart of his mother.*" 


.S6 


THE WRATH OF ACHILLES 


The chain of events that had begun with the old father of Chr> scis 
hounded from the Greek camp ends with Hector’s old father being 
sent home, by the most ferocious of heroes, with merc>’ (page 42). 
That meeting of Achilles, at the end of the poem, with the bereaved 
father of his enemy is in profound contrast to slaughter and human 
sacrifice; it is like the Reversal or Recoil which w'as later to be the 
hallmark of many an Athenian tragedy (page 224). The ostensibly 
simple description of this scene is all the more pathetic because the 
dominant note of the whole poem still remains, not pathos, but the 
roar and exultation of battle. Out of the degradation and misery 
comes compassion. 

Such compassionate chords make up the profound humanity of 
the Iliad. Though scarcely pointing any moral, the poem (with a 
magical blend of simplicity and grandeur) justifies the wa>'s of men 
and women at their finest and best. These mjlhs did much to launch 
the Greeks upon their abiding concern with human dignity. The view 
is impersonal and disengaged, yet interpretation of thoughts and 
motives is both lively and understanding, tolerant but never 
indifferent, passionate but balanced. Far above the level of saga, the 
Iliad combines the unfaltering Nision of Dante with Shakespeare’s 
boundless s)'mpathy. Men are unscrupulous, hot-tempered, ir¬ 
resolute and domineering, but they are also noble, self-sacrificing, 
impelled by deep emotions, and devoted to an exacting code. 

Already in the Homeric poems themselves its stories are held up as 
educational models and sagas for the attention of posterity (page 
52); and part of the significance of the Trojan mvih lies in the 
variety of responses that it has evoked from creative imaginations 
throughout the ages. Achilles and the rest have been needed, at 
many epochs, to invigorate men’s perceptions of their owm surround¬ 
ings. To this day they provide, as Myres expressed it, *an enlarge¬ 
ment, disentanglement and articulation of our own experience.’ 

In classical times the Trojan story was everywhere. Homer had 
his commentators as early as Theagenes of Rhegium in the sixth 
century BC The most famous of all painters, Polygnotus, depicted 
Troy’s fall at Delphi, on behalf of the people of Cnidus. One-fifth of 
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all Aeschylus and Euripides comes from the Trojan cycle, n»o-fifths 
of Sophocles. *My father,* said a friend of Xenophon, ‘eager to 
have me become a good man, compelled me to commit to memory 
all the poetry of Homer, and thus it happens that even now 1 can 
repeat from memor>' all the //iaJ and Odyuey.'** Alexander the 
Great made Achilles his pattern, and carri^ the Iliad about with 
him in a jewelled casket. For one thousand years of antiquity this 
poem was the greatest unifying, civilizing factor in Greek and 
Graeco-Roman history', exercising influence in a thousand ways 
upon literary, educadonal, political and moral thought. 

Prose versions in Ladn, of uncertain authorship but known by the 
name of ‘Dares* and ‘Dictys* who were the alleged writers of their 
Greek originals, reintroduced the story' to the medieval world; 
until the sixteenth century, these epitomes were accepted as more 
‘reliable* than Homer. But mcn*s imaginations, for five hundred 
years, were also caught by a discursive epic romance likewise 
derived from the Iliad, the Roman de Troie of Benoit de Stc Maurc 
(r. AD 1160-5). for the same length of time reigned Geoffrey of 
Monmouth*s story that Britain*s origin was Trojan. 

The reinterpreutions of Homer have been innumerable. Titian, 
Tintoretto and Veronese imposed their ow'n Venetian stamp upon 
many a legend of Troy (page 90); Marlowe wTote memorably of 
Helen (page 48), and Shakespearc*s Troilus and Cressida (Chry'seis), 
based on a medieval oflGshoot of the Iliad elaborated by Chaucer, 
adds a brutal, cynical slant. In the great age of French tragedy, 
Racine s first important play w'as his Andfotna^M (1667). He was 
particularly at home in this world (page 197)—though criticized in 
his day for recasting Achilles as a courtly lover. Goethe, on the other 
hand, in his unfinished AchilUis (1797-9), makes the hero a life- 
weary Hamlet, mirroring the deadly ennui which Goethe himself 
knew. Goethe also paid repeated tributes to Helen, from the time of 
his Iphigenie (1779) to the publication of his HeUna (1827), twenty- 
seven years after its inception. 

Whom Helena has paralysed. 

His reason hardly shall regain. 
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A plethom of Homeric operas and operettas had now come to an 
end, and the nineteenth century was adding its specific quota of 
sentiment, philosophical idealism and romance. Chapman's transla¬ 
tion (1596-1611) had been unpopular in the time of Pope, but Keats 
hailed it as the discovery of a new imaginative world. Matthew 
.\mold wrote On Translating Homefy and his Palladium (1867) is 
perhaps the most firmly rounded of the poents in which he touches 
morality with emotion. 

We shall renew the battle in the plain 
Tomorrow: red with blood will Xanthus be; 

Hector and Ajax will be there again, 

Helen will come upon the wall to see. 

Countless French writers of the same time contemplated her; and so 
did Edgar Allan Poe. 

Helen, thy beauty is to me 
Like those Nicaean barks of yore. 

That gently, o'er a perfumed sea, 

The weary, wayworn wanderer bore 
To his own native shore. 

Walt Whitman, however, had had enough of all this. 

Come Muse, migrate from Greece and Ionia, 

Cross out please those immensely overpaid accounts. 

That matter of Troy and Achilles' wTath, and Aeneas', 
Odysseus* wanderings; 

Placard ‘Removed* and ‘To let* on the rocks of your 
snowy Parnassus. 

Yet still in our own century Edwin Muir was a poet absorbed in the 
Sack of Troy, which is the archetype, in a group of his poems, of the 
fallen town or citadel, betrayed and ruined by time and time's 
human agents. 

Giraudoux, blending tragedy and burlesque in his often-performed 
play The Trojan War Shall Not Take Place (1935), is obsessed by 
this as the symbol of all wars, which flatter human instincts and are 
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the crudest of egalitarian devices, 'fhe dramatist sharpens our 
reasoning power and sensitivity without proposing a clear conclusion, 
as Hector, feeling the modem conflict in his soul, veers suddenly to 
renunciation: ^thc spear dashing on his shield has suddenly rung 
false*. To Giraudoux, living in our world, destiny weighs desperately 
heavy. Yet, even so, It is only a last-minute failure of diplomacy 
which unleashes hostilities and disaster. 


5 A Hero iknd Hh Citds 

The gods of Greek myth are almost beyond our emotional reach, 
because they are many instead of one. But the anthropologists have, 
at least, made it impossible for us to generalize from the Old 
Testament that polytheism, cvtrywhtre^ is the more elementary 
stage of religion, and monotheism the more advanced stage. For, 
although the earliest object of worship was very often an undif¬ 
ferentiated power, Andrew' Lang pointed out in 1898 that even very 
primitive peoples, such as Australian aborigines, have a remote, 
transcendent High God. Evans-Pritchard has subsequently showTi 
that Kwoth, worshipped by the Sudanese Nuer, is in the same 
category. Sometimes, indeed, the high god of an earlier stage fades 
when a polytheistic array of spirits is invented at a later epoch. Or, in 
other religions, the two conceptions continue simultaneously. 
Among the Dakota Indians, what the ordinary' man regards as eight 
distinct dcidcs the priest takes to be aspects of one and the same. 

In Egypt, the revolutionary reign of Akhenaten in the fourteenth 
century BC introduced some sort of a monotheism or universal, 
cosmic idea of a divinity, addressed in the singular. Yet the gods of 
the Hiad remain firmly distinct one from another, and Indeed the 
products of ‘Linear B’ decipherment (page 33) suggest that there 
had already been considerable individuation of these beings as earlv 
as the thirteenth century. It may be chat in Greece an earlier, general 
sense of divinity was gradually fragmented, and that (in the case of 
female deities) the use of the word Totnia* (lady) with dependent 
genitive or epithet marks an Iniermcdiaie stage in this process. The 
differenciation was probably due in part to an increasing idea of 
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divided functions: Zeus rules the sky, Posidon the sea* and so on. 
But it is likely also that when, in the second millennium BC, the 
ancestors of the Greeks gradually infiltrated the country that was to 
belong to them, their religious ideas incorporated, one after another, 
the local deities of the various, more or less isolated, communities 
which they encountered (page 146). Indeed, the favoured treatment 
accorded to one hero or another by Homeric gods could go back to 
specific regional links of this kind, reflecting the ancient near-eastern 
tradition of petty states and parochial beliefs. And the inhabitants 
had their lotil favourites, too, among the gods, just as a peasant of 
Chios to this day will say, in a scarcely monotheistic spirit, that the 
Virgin of his village church is superior to those in the valleys round 
about. 

Yet the creation of the Olympians, as Greece knew them, is to a 
very great extent due not directly to religious thought (or, as some 
believe, to ritual, page 157) but to the epic poets. The gods, it is true, 
came down from the past, but their vividness is a result of the poetic 
tradition which imagined them in the radiant colouring of the 
Homeric myths^ It was the achievement of the epic traditioii to weld 
this heterogeneous collection of deities into a single family of clear- 
cut indiv'iduals, displaying the firm outlines and consistency of a 
classical masterpiece:; the poets not only inherited myth but created 
it. x\nd above all, it was from the poet of the Iliad that the gods took 
shape, with whatever assistance he may have received from his 
forerunners (page 36). This religion and this mythology are the 
outcome of poetic and artistic genius, conveying an euphoric vision, 
aesthetic not moral in its origin, of a danzling, awe-inspiringly vftal 
Olympian world. 

Thb world, no less than its heroic counterpart on earth, fascinated 
the German romantic poets. Schiller’s hypnotic poem Tht Gods of 
Grteci (1738) struck chords of sorrow and desolation for deities who 
had become faded and predous. In Heine, answering him, the 
nostalgia is sharper. The gods are helpless, because being mere 
*holiday-gods\ unloving and unloved, they have been conquered by 
young deities^ ’So feasted they all day’, he wrote in a letter (182S) 
translated by E. M* Butler, ‘till the setting of the sun *. . Then 
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suddenly there came panting in a pale Jew, dripping with blood, a 
crown of thorn upon his head and a great w'ooden cross upon his 
shoulders; and he threw down the cross on to the high table of the 
gods, so that the golden bowls trembled, and the gods fell silent, and 
grew pale, and became ever paler until they finally dissolved away 
altogether in mistJ 

Yet for all its literary origins and repercussions, the Homeric picture 
of divinity was to acquire a strong religious aspect, which the Greeks 
came to take very seriously; their imaginative thinkers set a decisive 
stamp upon the history of the taoc. From our modem viewpoint, 
Greek religion may be explained negatively—by a description of all 
that w^e cannot share w'ith it. For, as W. Kranz observed, Ve have no 
trust in oracles, mysteries, soothsayings and dreams; we do not pray 
at sunrise and sunset, before w^e drink, at departure and home¬ 
coming. We make no libation of bread and wine, no sacrihee to the 
souls of our dead; we do not give the god his share at each success in 
battle, in the games, in the theatre, in the work of our hands/ 
Conversely, we eacpect a religion to have a creed or a general code or 
a system of morality. The Greeks did not. Nor did they, in Homer^s 
time, have prophets or priests, revelations or sacred books, doctrines 
of redemption and salvation. Yet, for all that, their unflinching faith 
in the reality of the unseen, and the guise in w^hich they embodied 
this faith, represent an important stage in the history of human belief. 

This is chiefly because they believed that their gods were in the 
shape of human beings. In itself that was nothing new, since man has 
always transferred to the objects of his w^orship the qualities he 
recognizes in himself; aU ancient societies—including at times the 
Jews"—were sure that Nature was governed by man-like forces; 
God made man in his own image. Indeed, most believers in God 
today still see Him, in their mind^s eye, in human shape. But the 
Greek gods were the most thoroughly human and anthropomorphic 
that the world has ever seen. It is true that the Iliad retains fWnt 
traces of animal-shaped gods—cow-eyed Hera, owl-cyed Athene, 
and the like—^but these are far removed from the grotesque animal 
epiphanies of Asia in the second millennium BC, or of Polynesb, or 
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of the Montana Crow Indians with their sun-coyote. For the Greeks 
rook LC for granted that man is the crown of creation, and so, since 
heaven is seen in terms of earth, the gods have his shape \ they felt 
themselves unlike orientals in ‘believing the gods to have the same 
nature as man\" Indeed, such was their confidence in humanity' and 
its range and possibilities that they could feel man to be doscst to 
divinity when he was most completely himself. So this transforma¬ 
tion of the gods into human shape was a prodigious influence 
towards emancipation—or spiritual pride, 

Homer and Hesiod, said Herodotus, ‘taught the Greeks the 
descent of the gods and assigned to them their names and honours 
and arts, and described their appearance.’** But the way in w^hich 
the gods were character sicd conflicts with our ideas of divinity* They 
w^erc not perfect; they were not even good. They fought, feasted, 
misgoverned and seduced just like the conquering chieftains and 
buccaneers on earth. Indeed, the Trojan royal house behaved a good 
deal better than the gods did* But the gods W'erc everlasting, and they 
were immeasurably beautiful, strong and impressive. To an art- 
loving people, they were an inspiration for centuries. 

Yet it was by no means impossible to mock them. Peoples more 
primitive than this, ancestral to Homeric Ideas, had already been 
accustomed to regard their gods under a ludicrous, buffoon aspect 
as well as seriously* Besides, as Sir Maurice Bowra observed, a 
heroic age like Homer’s has so high a sense of the dignity of man 
that it can afford to make fiin of the gods; as in Cervantes and 
Shakespeare, even tragedy may be strongly salted w'ith humour, 
satire and ridicule. Thus Zeus himself, the ruler of all (page 184), is a 
petulant, sensual, hen-pecked figure, who can change sides tw’ice a 
day* ‘My father,’ observes his daughter Athene, ‘is in a wicked mood^ 
obstinate old sinner that he is, always meddling with my plans, 
Nor does the poet intend us to take coo seriously the vivid terms in 
which he asserts his undoubted supremacy over the other Olympians. 

Whenever I might strongly be minded to pull you, 

1 could drag you up, earth and all and sea and all 
with you, 
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then fetch the golden rope about the hom of Olympus 
and make it fast, so that all once more should dangle 
in mid air. 

So much stronger am I than the gods^ and stronger than 
mortals.** 

His wife Hera, venerated by Bronze Age communities (at first quite 
separately from him) at Argos, Mycenae, Sparta and Samos, appears 
as a cruel, sly termagant who farcically tricks him into wasting time 
in bed with her—in a story which may reflect a rite of divine marriage 
and seasonal renewal (page 112). But Zeus retaliates reminding her of 
a humiliating punishment she had experienced before. ^Have you 
forgotten the time when I strung you aloft W'ith a couple of anvils 
hanging from your feet and your hands Lashed together with a golden 
chain you could not break? There you dangled, up in the air and in 
among the clouds; and the gods on high Olympus, though they raUJed 
round you in their indignation, found it impossible to set you free.*** 
Posidon, a native Greek god—though not originally of the sea— 
is more prominent at Pvlos even than Zeus; in the epic poems he 
escaped most indignities^ In his maritime aspect he inspired Leo¬ 
nardo da \ inci—his w as the first of many Renaissance Lnterpre- 
taiions of this deity (1504), paralleled by Milton’s invocation in 
But Arcs, the god of war (originally a foreign divinity, with 
Thracian associations), is blustering, brutal and even cowardly. 

Ares is blind, and with unseeing eyes 
Set in a sw'ine’s face stirs up all to cvil,^’ 

The most sordid scene of all, how^ever, occurs when Athene, at 
Hem’s instigation, clouts Aphrodite the partisan of Troy, and there 
is a thoroughly unseemly scuffle (which some try to excise from the 
poem): 

Athene caught up with her and drove a blow at her 
breasts with her ponderous 
hand, so that her knees went slack and the heart 
inside her. 

Those two both lay sprawled on the generous earth.** 
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A Greek would enjoy this scrapping between the tw'o radiant, 
terrific beauties^ and he wtiuld not worship them less reverently 
because of such a brawL 

Their intervention in his life seemed to him formidable but 
sporadic. There was something contradictory about makkg the 
participants in these unedifying Olympian scenes the arbiters of 
human behaviour. Yet man is, it seemed, inextricably connected 
with the gods, for the poet does not quite regard human beings as 
responsible for their own decisions; there is less tragic affirmation of 
personal freedom than in the heroic poetry of the Teutons. So the 
Olvmpians arc seen in two ways. They live apart—yet on, or not too 
far from, the earth. Their home is the enormous massif of Mount 
Olympus, between Thessaly and Macedonia, with its splendid dis¬ 
plays of light and cloud. The Olympian family would have been too 
separate if each had been allowed to stay m his own village or valley; 
and mountain-tops had long been the home of the sky-god Zeus. So 
the mvthographers concentrated the gods upon Olympus. Yet there 
was a feeling that they retained a strong interest in the world. Not 
only did some of them supervise the operation of the earth^s natural 
elements, but they' protected cities and peoples and, when they chose 
to, exercised a fierce power to hurt individuals or to help them* 

When we say *by an effort of will', the Greek might say *hy the help 
of some god\ Life at its intensest moments seemed lit with a sudden 
brightness and brilliance from some non-human source, the exist¬ 
ence of divinity meant that, in critical and climactic dmes, human 
life could touch a new dimension. This was particularly nccdbil in 
that greatest of occupations, fighting. Many millennia before the 
Angels of Mons, the need was felt for guardian angels in batde. The 
heroes, as they fought, were accompanied by their gods—perhaps 
they were ^possessed*, as in Haitian Voodoo. 

Hector stood up close to Ajax and hacked at 
the ash spear 

with his great sword, striking behind the socket of 
the spearhead, 

and slashed it clean away, so that Tclamoniati Ajar 
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shook there in his hand a lopped spear, while far 
amy from him 

the bronze spearhead fell echoing to the ground; and 
Ajax 

knew in his blameless heart, and shivered for knot^'ing 
it, how this 

Vp-as god*s work, how Zeus high-thundering cut across 
the intention 

in all his battle, how he planned that the Trojans 
should conquer." 


Later writers gave a more sophisticated twist to these happenings. 
Mot long after the Iliad^ Stasinus of Cjprus" ascribed the Trojan 
war to a wise and pitying Zeus, on the Malthusian assumption that 
he to relieve the all-numiring earth of men*. And then 

Euripides, in his Trojan W snifu, emphasized the destructiveness of 
the gods in this war (page 68), 

Wliat could be done to be preserved from their violence? There 
was always prayer. That was an entreaty, without confession ofshoit- 
comings or promise of improvement j a matter of contracts, bargains 
and mutual assistance. But it was still very important, for to most 
men religion meant forms of worship. Yet the amount of divine 
intervention, good or bad, to be expected was not too great. The 
llt&d has Its miracles, and a good many of them j, and the gods inspire 
the mam doings of a hero, but they leave him room to display his 
own vigorous capadt)' for action. They are extraneous, and when 
they intervene, they throw into relief a contrast between the grandeur 
of human life and its imperfection. They are useful as narrative, but 
they do not change human nature, except to remind it of fallibilit)' 
or, conversely, to fortify its self-esteem—for instance, by reconciling 
it to the greater of Homeric terrors, death. For the rest, there was 
fr«dom of choice, and the supremaej- of the gods was acknowledged 
without sacrificing the dignity and independence of man. 

It is, therefore, too simple to label the gods as ‘coaches, substitutes, 
referees, sp^ators and spongers*. But the question does arise 
whether their intervendons were regarded as backing right against 
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wrong. Whf^D Gladstone saw in the Homeric gods a sense of duty 
and a consciousness of moral responsjbilJty, he ejjaggeraied. Even if 
we leave their personal irregularities aside, the most that can be 
said is that the Homeric poems eontain casual, bnt inconsistent, 
references to the punishment of the wicked. Zeus tended to protect 
the stranger and the oppressed, and perhaps fear of the gods might 
lead a man into moderation; but they lacked true affection for 
mortals. There was something dcvastatingly arbitrary about tbdr 
fitful decisions and a^res de presence. It warranted the pessiiiusm— 
greater than Homeris—of the lyric poet Archilochus, who probably 
lived not long after him. 

To the gods all things are easy. Many times from 
circumstance 

of disaster they set upright those who have been 
sprawled at length 

on the ground, but often again when men stand 
planted on firm feet 

these same gods will knock them on their backs, and 
then the evils come, 

so that a man w'anders homeless, destitute, at his 
wit^s end.” 

Yet, for all the inadequacies of the gods in guidance and support, 
the epic poems simultaneously show another sanction working 
strongly upon the heroes. This is not metaphysical but psychological. 
Catastrophes were often brought about, among these warriors burst¬ 
ing with heroic energy, by pride {knbrh)* By excess of this quality 
the hero w as lost to u/ios, which is shame or decency or the restrain¬ 
ing force of public opinion. This loss meant a fatal hardening of 
character {atusihitlie\ and also signified in the shame-culture of 
Homer—an earlier stage than our own (declining) guilt-culture 
(page 183)—that he had forfeited the good repute for which men so 
greatly strove; for the characterisdc of a shame-culture is tension 
between the individual impulse and the pressure of social conform¬ 
ity. And so the hero, for all his brilliant ferocity, succumbs to the 
terrible power of blind folly, which (like Strife, Death and Rumour) 
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is half personified (page 187): as atc^ ‘the eldest daughter of Zcus*.“ 
Then his lot is nemesis^ the retribution which falU on the justly 
disapproved.** 

That is how disaster came upon both Agamemnon and Achilles. 
Their arrogant grandeur (Agamemnon admits it) had made them 
forgetful of the common cause; just as later the downfall of rich 
Croesus of Lydia was a by-word for the results of hubris (page 188). 
There wras something of all this inherent in the whole story of the 
Fall of Troy, as Euripides, in a more reflective age, was to state more 
explicitly: 

That mortal who sacks fallen cities is a fool; 

Who gives the temples and the tombs, the hallowed 
places 

Of the dead to desolation. His own turn must come.*® 

Most men believe, even now, both in fate and in freedom of will, at 
the same time—and the Homeric poems arc equally contradictory. 
That is why Michael Tippett uses the story of King Priam for his 
opera (19^2) centred upon the mysterious nature of human choice. 
At the outset of the Iliad w'e are told of the fulfilling of Zeus* purpose 
(page 27); yet it is more often thwarted and diverted. Normally 
Fate, a fixed order rather than a fully personified power, is the 
instrument of Zeus, or his partner,** or even synonymous with him: 
both Zeus and Fate stand for the causes of events which man is 
powerless to alter. So there can be no conflict with Zeus. Yet, three 
times, Fate decides which way his balance shall dip. Perhaps this 
dramatic emphasis seemed to the poets the proper compensation for 
a certain lack of omnipotence in the gods. TTiey have icir failings; 
they arc not the creators of the universe (page 109); and Zeus cannot 
avert the death of his own prot^gi Sarpedon. He can, however, 
postpone it. But for others the day is fixed and cannot be delayed. 
The Iliad dates from before the time when fate is separate from the 
gods, or above them, or when it symbolizes the unaccountable in 
human experience (in the Odyss^), or is linked with Chance.** 

Yet fate is never far away from the Iliady which like all great epics 
and myths has important things to say about human destiny. It 
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frankly admits the stubborn, mysterious inconsistencies of life. At 
the end, AchUles* words to Priam are bleak: ‘We men arc wTctchcd 
things, and the gods, who have no cares themselves, have woven 
sorrow into the very pattern of our lives. You know that ^us 
thundcrer has two jars standing on the floor of his palace in which 
he keeps his gifts, the evils in one and the blessings in the other. 
People who receive from him a mixture of the two have varying 
fortunes, sometimes good and sometimes bad; though when Zeus 
serves a man from the jar of evil only, he makes him an outcast, who 
is chased by the gadfly of despair over the face of the earth and goes 
his way damned by gods and men alike.’** This is a stark realism, 
bordering on hopelessness, in which the hero needed all the enduring 
self-reliance that he could muster. With its aid, he fac^ the world 
boldly and proudly, accepting whatever fate might bring. 
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ODYSSEUS 


1 The Story Told in the ODYSSEY 

THE ILIAD had ended wth the death of Hector, and Troy was to fall 
soon afterwards. Then the heroes had to find their way home again. 
The Odyuey describes the adventures of one of them. Just as the 
Iliad told of the tenth year of the Trojan War, so the Odyssey begins 
in the tenth year of the wanderings of Odysseus. 

The gods, in the absence of Odysseus* enemy Posidon, met in 
council upon Mount Olympus. His protector Athene asked that he 
should be rescued from the island of Og>'gia-on which he had 
spent seven wasted years as the guest and prisoner of Calypso— 
and allowed to return to his home on the isle of Ithaca. Zeus agreed; 
and Athene departed for Ithaca. Disguised as Mentes, a friend of 
Od>'sseus, she appeared to the hero’s son Telemachus, and urged him 
to assert himself by dismissing from the palace the one hundred and 
twelve importunate suitors who were courting his mother Penelope. 
He must also try to find out news of his father. 

Telemachus summoned an assembly, and ordered the suitors to 
go. They refused, but Athene appeared again—this time as another 
fellow-citizen. Mentor. She provided Telemachus wth a ship and 
crew, and they sailed together for Nestor’s home at Pylos. He had no 
news of Odysseus, but sent Telemachus on to Sparta, supplying him 
with a chariot and with his own son Pisistratus as an escort. At 
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Sparta they found King Mcnclaus, the last of the Greeks, so far, to 
come home; he had brought back his wife Helen, whose abduction 
had caused the war. Menelaus revealed to Telcmachus what he had 
heard, while becalmed at the Egyptian island of Pharos, from 
Proteus the shepherd of the ocean. Describing the fortunes of the 
other Greeks, Proteus had disclosed that Odysseus was not dead but 
a prisoner of the nymph Calypso on her island. 

At Ithaca, meanwhile, the suitors plotted to ambush and slay 
Telcmachus on his ^^-ay home. But Athene comforted Penelope in a 
dream, and Zeus sent Hermes to Ogygia with orders for Calypso. 
Hermes found her in the great cavern which was her home. 

Upon her hearthstone a great fire blazing 
Stxnted the farthest shores with cedar smoke 
And smoke of thyme; and singing high and low 
In her sweet voice, before her loom a-weaving. 

She passed her golden shuttle to and fro. 

A deep wood grew outside, with summer leaves 
Of alder and black poplar, pungent cypress. 

Ornate birds here rested their stretched wings— 

Homed owls, falcons, cormorants—long-tongued 
Beach-combing birds, and followers of the sea. 

Around the smooth->^’alled cave a crooking vine 
Held purple clusters under ply of green; 

And four springs, bubbling up near one another 
Shallow and clear, took channels here and there 
Through beds of violets and tender parsley. 

Even a god who found this place 

Would gaze, and feel his heart beat with delight: 

So Hermes did ...‘ 

Hermes told Calypso the will of Zeus, which W2s that Odysseus 
should leave her. Sadly and reluctantly she accepted this decision, 
as she must, and sought out Odysseus. ‘She found him sitting on the 
shore. His eyes were wet with weeping, as they always were. Life 
with its sweetness was ebbing away in the tears he shed for his lost 
home. For the nymph had long since ceased to please. At nights, it is 
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true, he had to sleep with her under the roof of the cavern, cold 
lover with an ardent dame. But the days found him sitting on the 
rocks or sands, tortunng himself with tears and groans and heart¬ 
ache, and looking out with streaming eyes across the watery wilder¬ 
ness.* 

Calypso, though asserting that she was by no means inferior to 
Penelope in looks and figure, gave Odysseus the material to build a 
boat; and he sailed away. Navigating by the stars, in the early morn¬ 
ing light of the eighteenth day he saw the mountainous Phaeacian 
coast ahead. But Posidon caught sight of him and wrecked his ship 
and he was narrowly saved from death by the sea-nymph Ino- 
Uucothea, sent to rescue him by Athene. After battling against the 
storm for two days and two nights, he staggered ashore exhausted 
upon the isle of Scheria, land of the Phacadans. Sinking down in a 
bed of dry leaves, he fell asleep. 

Nausicaa, daughter of the Phaeadan King Aldnous, had been 
prompted by Athene in a dream to bring her famUy linen to the 
nver-raouth to be washed. 

Hct mother, for their luncheon, packed a hamper 
With picnic fare and filled a skin of wine. 

And, w hen the princess had been handed up. 

Gave her a golden bottle of olive oil 
For softening girls* bodies, after bathing. 

When they arrived, 

The girls unhitched the mules, and sent them down 
Along the eddying stream to crop sweet grass. 

Then sliding out the cart's tailboard, they took 
Armloads of clothing to the dusky water. 

And trod them in the pits, making a race of it. 

All being drubbed, all blemish rinsed away. 

They spread them, piece by piece, along the beach 
Wliose pebbles had been laundered by the sea; 

Then took a dip themselves, and, all anointed * 

With golden oil, ate lunch beside the river 
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While the bright burning sun dried out their linen. 

Princess and maids delighted in that feast; 

Then, putting oflf their veils, 

The>’ ran and passed a ball to a rhythmic beat, 

Nausicaa flashing first with her white arms ... 

It happened 

When the king's daughter threw her ball off line 
And missed, and put it in the whirling stream— 

At which they all gave such a shout, Odysseus 
Awoke and sat up ... 

He pushed aside the bushes, breaking off 
With his great hand a single branch of olive. 

Whose leaves might shield him in his nakedness; 

So came out rustlmg, like a mountain lion. 

Rain-drenched, wnd-buffeted, but in his might at ease. 

With burning eyes—who prowls among the herds 
Or flocks, or after game, his hungry’ belly 
Taking him near stout homesteads for his prey. 

Od)^sseus had this look, in his rough skin 
Advancing on the girls with prett)’ braids; 

And he w’as driven on by hunger, too. 

Streaked with brine, and swollen, he terrified them. 

So that they fled, this way and that. Only 
Alcinous' daughter stood her ground, being given 
A bold heart by Athene, and steady knees.'* 

Nausicaa fed and clothed him, and showed the w’ay to her father's 
magnificent palace. Though well received by the king and by Arete 
his queen, Od>'5seus showed annoyance at a slur on his sportsman¬ 
ship from the young Euiy alus, whom he had refused to join in a game. 
‘That, sir,' the hero told him, ‘was an ugly speech and you must be a 
fool to have made it... You yourself, sir, present a most disting¬ 
uished exterior to the world—the gods themselves could not improve 
it—but you have the brains of a dolt.' Put on his mettle, Odysseus 
attracted interest by an enormous discus-throw. ‘But the things,* the 
king pointed out, ‘in which we take a perennial delight are the feast. 


73 


AiYTBS Of THE CREEKS AND ROMANS 


the iyrcj the dsmoe, dean linen in plenty^ a hot bath and our beds/ 
After a dance, the blind minstrel Dcmodocus sang of how 
Hephaestus had ensnared under a net his wife Aphrodite, when he 
caught her in the arms of her lover Ares. Then there vnas a banquet, 
and Odysseus, disclosing his name, told this tale of his adventures. 

After leaving captured Troy, he had raided the territory of the 
Gcones in Thrace; but they had driven the raider OS'. In the lands of 
the Lotus-Eaters, to which a storm had next brought Jum, some of 
his men had nearly succumbed to the forgetfulness induced by 
eating the plant. Then they had arrived at a little island off tbe coast 
of tbe Cyclopes, and on crossing to the mainland he and some of his 
followers were captured by the onc-cyed giant Polyphemus. After 
Polyphemus had eaten four of thciUj the rest, u hen he was drunk, 
blinded him with a pointed stake, and escaped from his cave under 
the bellies of his sheep. Polyphemus, hurling rocks at the departing 
Greeks, knew that his blinding was the fuLhlment of a prophecy^ 
'^but 1 always expected some big and handsome fellow of tremendous 
strength to come along. And now a puny, good-for-nothing little 
runt fuddles me with wine and then puts out my eye." This was the 
deed which had made Posidon angry with Odysseus; for Polyphemus 
was Posidon’s son. 

Odysseus next told the Phaeacians how he had landed at the 
island of Aeolus the wind-god. On leaving that island, and already 
within sight of Ithaca, his men had untied the winds from a bag 
given them by the wind-god, and w ere driven off course to the land 
of the Laestiygonians, giants w'ho ate them all except Odysseus and 
the crew of his own ship. From there he had gone on to Aeaea, 
where the goddess Ctree turned half his crew into pigs. The magic 
herb moly, given him by Hermes, enabled him to make her restore 
their human shape, and he lived with her for a year. 

She told him that before going home he must visit Hades, to 
consult the spirit of the Theban prophet Tiresias. And so Odysseus 
went on to describe to the Phaeacians how he had come to the place 
beyond the ocean indicated by Circc. After digging a trench, he had 
poured out sacrifices of honey, milk, wine, water and white barley 
meal, and had slaughtered a ram and black sheep. He conjured up 
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many shades of the dead including TircstaSj who drank the blood of 
itie sacrihces and promised him return to his home and vengeanoe;^ 
though many troubles too. Next his mother came up, and other 
noble women, and heroes; and then Odysseus saw Minos, king and 
judge of Hades, and those who were in torment there, and the 
phantom of Heracles. 

Odysseus told how he had then gone back to his ship, and how, 
after returning briefly to Aeaea, he had safely overcome the successive 
dangers of the Sirens—in passing them he had had himself lashed to 
the mast—and of the monster Sc>dla and the whirlpool Charybdis. 
Next he had arrived at the island Thrtnada, the home of the cattle 
of the Sun, Unknown to him, his men killed some of these cattle, 
and for this sacrilege they were destroyed by a storm, only Odysseus 
escaping. So he had come to Calypso and thence to Scheria where 
he nas now being entertained* 

Accepting a proposal of their king, who promised to reimburse 
them by a general tax ‘since it would be hard on us singly^ the 
Phaeadans gave Odysseus rich gifts and a ship to take him on his 
way; and its crew landed him and his treasure upon the coast of 
Ithaca itself, beside a sacred cavern. But on their return journey they 
and their ship w ere turned to stone by Posidon and sent to the bottom 
of the sea, and Aldnous, propitiating the god by sacrifice, bewailed 
the evils that had come from hospitality, 

Odysseus was asleep when they landed him on the shores of 
Ithaca, and, when he awoke, he did not recognize the island. But 
Athene appeared to him in human form and told him where he was; 
and they hid his possessions in a cave. Disguised as an old beggar, 
and recounting one of a whole series of fictitious tale^ of adventure, 
he was well received at the home of his own swineherd Eumacus, 
Meanwhile Athene appeared in a dream to Telemachus at Sparta, 
and W'amed him to avoid the an^bush of Penelope^s suitors on the 
way home. Telemachus returned and met Odysseus, and they 
planned how to overcome the suitors. Telemachus went to the palace, 
where a prophet who bad joined him on his journey, Thcoclymcnus 
of Argos, told Penelope that her husband would soon be returning. 
Odysseus, again in the guise of a beggar, made his way to the palace, 
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encountering on the uvay his goat-herd Melanthius who abused and 
struck him. In the palace court he found his old decrepit dog Argus, 
who recognized him after twenty years, and died. 

Eumaeus led Odysseus into the banqueting hall, where he was 
insulted by Antinous, the most shameless of the suitors, who threw 
a footstool at him. A sturdy beggar, Inis, tried to chase Odysseus 
from the palace, but a fight between them, prompted by Antinous, 
ended with the breaking of Irus* jaw. The suitors showered bridal 
gifts on Penelope—who still had no intention of making a choice 
between them—and dispersed for the night. 

Od>'sscus and Telemachus now took down the helmets, shields 
and lances which were hung on the walls of the banqueting hall, and 
collected them together in the store-room. Odysseus visited Penelope 
and narrated an elaborate fiction about his identity; but his old 
nurse Eurycleia, washing his feet, recognized him from a scar. 
\\ ithout Penelope seeing, Odysseus stopped the nurse from revealing 
who he was. 

Penelope, after recounting a dream in which an eagle had killed 
twenty geese but adding that dreams are obscure, and not always 
fulfilled told him that she had decided to marry whichever of 
the suitors could string the great bow of Odysseus and shoot an 
arrow through the holes in twelve axes placed one in front of another. 
Next day the contest took place, but the suitors could not string the 
bow, and decided to postpone the trial. Odysseus, how'ever, asked if 
he might be allowed to try his hand at shooting the arrow through 
the axes; and as Telemachus entered with sword and spear, his father 
threw off his rags, took his bowr, and shot Antinous in the throat. 
Then he and his son and two faithful herdsmen slaughtered every 
one of the suitors. Their supporter Melanthius, who had armed 
them, was trussed up and his nose, ears, hands, feet and genitals 
cut off. Only Medon the herald and Phemius the bard were spared. 
The maids who had slept with the suitors were summoned and, 

^er they had been made to clean the hall of blood, were all hanged 
in a row. 

Penelope was finally con\’inced of Odysseus* identity when he 
disclosed a secret in the construction of their marriage bed. ‘What 
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happiness for the few s\^immcrs that have fought their way through 
the white surf to the shore, when, caked with brine but safe and 
sound, they tread on solid earth!* Odysseus and Penelope spent the 
night in each other’s company and spoke of all thej' had experienced 
and suffered; and Od>'sseus told her, on the authority of the seer 
Tircsias, that there were more travels ahead of him, but that then 
an easy old age would be his, in which death would come gently to 
him out of the sea. 

Meanwhile the souls of the dead were escorted by Hermes across 
the ocean to Hades, where they met the phantoms of the Greek 
heroes who had lost their lives in the Trojan War. On the next day, 
Odysseus left the town to visit his old father Laertes, whom he found 
weeding his garden. As they talked there, Eupithes, the father of 
.\ntinous, organized an attack upon them. But, at the instigation of 
.\thene, Eupithes was killed; and Zeus, by hurling a thunderbolt 
between the contestants, made peace. 


2 Odysseus 

Odysseus resembles the t^’pical hero of the Iliad in his unconquer¬ 
able, enduring great heart. By this he survives fantastic obstacles. 

I am like those men 

Wlio suffer the worst trials that you know. 

And miseries greater yet.* 

He overcomes them by the sheer force of his character, amazingly 
resourceful, yet recklessly ferocious. He is the type, for all time, of a 
man who has battled with the varied storms of life and won. Miracu¬ 
lous though his adventures are, yet they illuminate his character and 
confirm his violent belief, like I>*an Karamazov’s, in his own powers. 
‘Still is my strength unbroken’, and the magic of the poem, as of 
Shakespeare’s Tempest^ is bound up with that strength. 

Yet there is one exceptional feature about this heavy-jawed, 
beetle-browed hero. He is tremendously clever, far more clever 
than any hero of the Iliad. In his heroic character an unexpectedly 
prominent, indeed pre-eminent, part is pbyed by mtelligence. 
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assuming mulufarious forms from strategic and tactical sageness to 
the weaving of an endless web of lies and fancies. He has been called 
the supreme ^homo mediteiraneus^ the image of the scorched sea 
coasts of the south. 

Early Greek artists were not very interested in him; a Geometric 
{page 39) vase at Munich shows a shipwTeck which may or may not 
be his, and a seventh-century jug from Aegina depicts him with a 
ram. The classical fifth century usually^ though not always, regarded 
CWysseiis as an evil product of ovcrclevemess: cruel, corrupt, 
sophisdcal and deceitful, a hardboilcd confidence man. *May 1 
never," said the oldTashioned, arkiocmtic Pindar, *have a character 
like that, but walk in straightforward ways/ To Sophocles, Odysseus 
is a magnanimous hero in the Ajax^ but a cold blooded schemer in the 
Phihetetis* So he is in several plays of Euripides, wTirten in the age 
of the Peloponnesian War, when many people thought that clever¬ 
ness was ruining Athens (page 263): 

-that vile, that slippery^ man, 

Right's enemy, brute murderous beast. 

That mouth of lies and treachery^, that makes void 

Faith in things promised 

And that which was beloved turns to hate/ 

The first recorded Roman poet-dramatist Livius Andronicus, in 
South Italy full of memories of Odysseus (page 91), found a public 
for his Odyn'm Latina^ But in general the Romans found this hero a 
good deal too tricky; although those of them brought up on Stoic 
ideals admired his perseverance* Allegorizing Christian fathers read 
into his adventures a spiritual aspiration curiously contrastmg with 
the villainy others saw In the same events. 

His first great vernacular portrayal w as in Dante's h/eniff {XXVI}, 
w'here he is presented in a neW' and quite unmedie\’al way. Crafty and 
greedy to learn, as the city of Florence in Dante's day was greedy to 
gain, he is nevertheless highly respected by the poet, uttering prover¬ 
bial lines taken for Dante's own voioe* Gower in his Ctm/essw Amuftth 
(* 39^) ^ Odysseus as a sorcerer, and Calderon allegorized and 

Christianized his enchantments; Spanish Counter-Reformation 
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gallants made him their pattern—but so did Protestants; and 
F6ii6Ion commended to politicians his flexible attitude to truthn 
Odysseus was a sympathetic figure to the Renaissanoci which no 
longer found it difhcuh to blend warrior-knight and learned clerk. 

WTien Goethe began to study Greek—before coming to find the 
Gothic sorceries of Faust more congenbl—he fell deeply under the 
spell of the This^ together with a Sicilian journey, led him to 

assert, in his NaasikaHy that the Greeks w^ere ideal men living in 
ideal places^. Wenher, too, unable to harness his abnormal sensitivity 
to an^'thing solid, w'as fascinated by Odysseus^ steadfastness in the 
face of every convulsion. Tennyson’s Ulysse^y one of what Swinburne 
calls his ‘magnificent hashes and stews of old and new’, show's that 
poet’s brave swing and strength at their best. Written after the death 
of his friend Hallam, the UIys$es, though un-Greek in its elegiac, 
reflective sensibility, reflects Tennyson’s need to gp forward and 
brave the struggle: 

To follow' knowledge, Like a sinking s^r, 

Beyond the utmost bound of human thought. 

James Joyce, in his Ulysses (1922), uses the myth (as T. S. Eliot 
observed) not for imitatioii, but ‘simply as a way of controlling, of 
ordering, of giving a shape and significance to the immense panorama 
of futility and anarchy which Is contemporary history’. Bloom, 
bourgeois cvciy'man, only wanders over one square mile at Dublin; 
but he is cosmic in the wanderings of his imagination, not mock- 
heroic like Tom Jones and not anti-heroic, but cast with compassion¬ 
ate humanism into the Homeric pattern. The basic motifs of the 
Ulysses are organbed round an ebborate system of correspondences 
w-ith the Odyssey^ even if Ezra Pound was perhaps over-opiimbtic 
in saying that ‘any blockhead can trace them’* The Homeric parallels 
(of which many more are found in Joyce’s notes than in the text) 
arc primarily structural and controlling devices, scaffoldings for the 
reader and even more for the author, 'fixed ports of call’ as he 
described them himself Stephen Daedalus, whose name comes from 
another myth (page 3S5), U Bloom’s Telemachus (and moreX and 
hb suspicions and frustrations are the Suitors. There is a Grce 


79 


MYTHS OF THE GREEKS AND ROMANS 

episode in the brothel scene of Night Town—in which men arc 
turned into swine—and the visit to Hades is Paddy Dignam’s funeral 
in a rat-haunted ccmctcr)'. 

Kazantzakis is another who takes the Odysseus story and uses it as 
a symbol of rebellion from the tradition into which he himself has 
cast his poem: he ends up by defying God, in a profoundly nihilistic 
reshaping of the close of Homer’s Odyssey^ in which his Odj'sscus 
leaves the island for ever. This modem Odyssey (1938) challenged the 
view that it is now impossible to compose a long narrative poem 
based on myth. 33,333 lines long, the work is heavy \s*ith sy’mbols of 
contcmporaiy aspirations and perplexities. The hero shoulders all 
western civilization’s burdens, profoundly conscious of living in a 
transitional, and-classical era of ethical tension, in which the moulds 
arc broken. Kazantzakis, with his ‘Cretan glance’ of a third inner 
eye—between those of Hellas (Apollo) and the orient (Dionysus)— 
finds that it is in such ages which come between mo cultures, ‘when 
one myth dissolves and another struggles to be bom, that epic 
poems arc created. Our great-grandchildren wll know whether the 
search can reach its goal.’ 

His Alexandrian compatriot Cavafy (page 46), on the other hand, 
had w'arned ourselves, and Odysseus, that we can benefit from the 
quest without worrying about the goal (1911). 

Setting out on the voyage to Ithaca 
You must pray that the way be long ... 

Many be the summer mornings 

When with what pleasure, wth what delight 

You enter harbours never seen before. 

£>0 not hurry the journey at all. 

Better that it should last many years; 

Be quite old when you anchor at the island. 

Rich with all you have gained on the way, 

Not expecting Ithaca to give you riches. 

Ithaca has given you your lovely journey— 

Without Ithaca you would not have set out. 
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Ithaca has no more to give you now. 

Poor though you find it, Ithaca has not cheated you. 

Wise as you have become, with all your experience, 

You will have understood the meaning of an Ithaca. 

Another Greek, George Seferis (page 49 )* sees Odysseus 
as one whose storm-tossed exile is never quite over, his past and 
present co-existing in our thoughts (1931)- Earlier, there had been 
the pessimistic, anarchistic Odysseus of Pascoli s Ultimo Viaggio 
(1904), and D’Annunzio’s self-willed Nietzschean explore. There 
was also the nervous and ageing liar of Jean Giono’s Saiisance de 
rOdyssde (1938); the lucidly rounded figure of Giraudoux (page 59); 
Eyvind Johnson’s lust-shattered ruin of a warrior. The fishermen of 
Ithaca say that Odysseus still turns up from time to time. 

j EvfT-rcpeated Tales 

The Odyssey is a collection of folk-tales and fairy-tales: fictitious 
stories, less sophisticated half-sisters of myth backyard myth¬ 
ology’, because they seem to have been handed down for 
entertainment rather than w ith the more solemn and purposeful 
motives or overtones which have given many other myths their 
power. The Iliad was a legend with a basis, however tenuous, of fact, 
in the Odyssey, though it describes the adventurous saga of a person 
believed historical (and linked to the Trojan War), we find the 
products not of memory, still less of reason, but of imagination 
neither factual nor explanatory. In the words of Strabo of Amaseia, 
geographer of the Roman empire: ‘If a man were to tell of the 
wanderings of Odysseus or Menelaus or Jason, he would not seem to 
make any contribution to knowledge, which is the aim of the 
practical man.’^ 

For the human being of earlier days, as Sir James Frazer re¬ 
marked, ‘was not for ever pondering the enigmas of the umversej 
he, like ourselves, had doubtless often need to relax the strain and to 
vary the monotony of ordinary life by excursions into the realm of 
fancy’. In other words, he wranted something to amuse him and 
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occupy his leisure—or rather, Mediterranean man did, for among the 
North American Indians, for example, comparable talcs were to a 
greater extent articles of belief. But among the Greeks such loosely 
strung stories, full of wishful thinking, supernatural interventions 
and mighty deeds, were rather intended to provide an escape ‘from 
the dull routine of a peasant's life, the drabness of a winter night, the 
tedium of the road*. 

The brothers Grimm (d. 1859, 1863) collected many of these 
stories in the hope of gathering the nucleus of an Indo-European 
mythology. The formulas and motifs that compose such narratives 
appear in large numbers in the Odyssey. As will be suggested in 
connection with the faiiy'-talc of Cupid and Psj'chc (page 408), such 
motifs arc found all over the world in astonishinglv similar form, 
though with diverse local colourings. It was the merit of J. W. E. 
Mannhardt (1831-80), and then at the turn of the century of 
Andrew Lang, to emphasize this. But, since their day, many actual 
transmissions of such tales, often bctw’een distant regions of the world, 
have been convincingly traced. Numerous African stories, for 
example, arc borrowed from Arabs and Indians, and Red Indian 
stories can be traced back to Scandinavia. Celtic motifs came from 
migrants, and Bantu themes from Europeans; Siberian and Tibetan 
shamans owe some of their lore ultimately to Greece and Rome. 
Frobenius and Jensen have plausibly argued in favour of a conunon 
source for Polyncsian-Mclancsian and Graeco-Roman stories—and 
it has been asked whether close resemblances between myths (and 
artifacts) on cither side of the Pacific should not be accounted for in 
the same way. There arc great ‘trade-routes*—as well as local 
transmissions from village to vilbge—and this applies to folk-tales as 
well as to proverbs and spells. Some anthropologists today believe 
that the common origin of all these narratives may be traced back to 
c. 7500-5500 BC, and probably to the near cast; although (among 
many other theories) there arc also those who would suggest a more 
easterly base, in Malaya or Polynesia. 

This is the sort of evidence against which we must nowadays 
consider, and reconsider, C G. Jung's attribution of all such 
resemblances to a ‘collective unconscious' (page 151). The mind 

82 


ODYSSEUS 

delights in imagery for its own sake, and its imagery assumes such 
surprisingly similar forms that the wofld^s follc-talcs (as well as many 
mjths) look like dialects of a single language* People's imaginanons 
being limited, they prefer to use old stocks of imaginative happenings. 
Now the student of this lore, it is true, must not ‘invade the garden 
of romance and with a sweep of his scythe by the flowers of fancy 
in the dust^ Nevertheless, such correspondences in dificrent parts 
of the w'orld arc significant to the psychologist and psychoanalyst 
(page 229). For ejtample, these stories ^ten contain the fear-element 
of dreams, from which, indeed, some of them arc derived (p^ge 39 ®) r 
and their supernatural achievements provide imaginary' mumphs in 
ov'ercoming the frustrations and limitations of earthly cidstence* For 
folk-tales have happy endings more often than the ‘hjgher* kind of 
myth proper* ^In the folk’^e*, supposes Geza Roheim, w'c relate 
how we overcame the anxiety connected with the “bad parents and 
grew up, in myth wc confess that only death can end the tragic 
ambivalence of human nature,* IThe nearest equivalent to the 
folk"-tale in un-selfconscious western life today is the comic strip of 
the daily newspapers, in w'hJch the ‘return of the repressed makes 
itself manifest in characters close to the ancient archetypes. 

The folk-tale world is one of astuteness, violence and cruelty'. 
Such components, and the strange and irrational actions which 
accompany them, have been held by some to point to an origin from 
remote, primitive societies, of whose thoughts and customs these 
folk-tales are fossil survivals’—the unwTi tten literature and anthrop¬ 
ological detritus of distant ages. Others, how'ever, prefer to see the 
folk-tale as a comparatively late rfactii> 7 i against the myth proper: 
the teller is turning against myth*s grimly symbolized reality' of 
human existence and its limitations, he is an anti-tragedian denying 
the tragedy of my'th. Such questions of relative dating are likely to 
remain insoluble, but to the latter view' it must be objected that 
much of the subject-matter of—for example—the Odyssty seems to 
go back to an unfathomable antiquity. Its folk-tales exhibit typos of 
variation that are uniform with others of this genre and in accordance 
with the dream-like associations of ideas by which it is characterized* 
The rcader*s mind is continually switched, by bizarre transitions, to 
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new yet not unfamiliar tracks. It comes to cross-roads at which any 
one of three or four paths can be followed. Often in the end we have 
followed each of them, and yet they have all converged upon the 
same place. But definitions are elusive, for we are dealing with a 
region of the human spirit which docs not lend itself readily to 
classification. 

The Odyssey is cast in the form of an epic. But its basis is a wide¬ 
spread folk-tale: that of the man so long absent that he is given up 
for dead, yet finally, after he has successfully sought and found his 
home again, reunited wth his faithful wife. One good story, however, 
attracts another—often by reciprocal action between popular and 
literary composition—and the main tale has drawn to it many others 
that arc romances or deep-sea yams, containing monsters and wtehes 
in unknown lands. The principal stories of the Odyssey have been 
classified by W. J. Woodhousc under the following familiar and all 
but universal hcadinp: Woman’s Wit, or Playing for Time; Penelope 
and her Web (undoing by night what is done by day is a common 
folk-lore theme); the Husband Returned or the Add Test; the Sign 
of the Scar, Bow, Bed; the Grass Widow or the Nick of Time; 
Virtue Triumphs; the Stolen Prince or Blood will Tell; the Dark 
Horse or \N inning a W ife (the Nausicaa story, necessarily cut off in 
the Odyssey before its usual happy ending is reached). To these must 
be added such further narratives of >'arious origins as the Quest of 
Tclcmachus; the Slaying of the three hundred and fifty Cattle of the 
Sun (for an explanation see page 122); the scenes of storm and 
shipweek; travellers’ talcs such as the Isle of Aeolus and the Gash¬ 
ing Rocks; the monster Scylla and the Sirens; the witches Circe and 
Calypso (two variant versions, perhaps, of the same basic faiiy -story); 
and the Cyclops Polyphemus. This is an early subject of Greek 
illustration—the burning of his eye appears on Argive and Attic 
vases of the seventh century BC, the orientalizing age which created 
visual mytholog}' (page 39). The talc of Polyphemus in the Odyssey 
is a fantastic combination of many versions. The basic stor>' is 
expanded by inddents from numerous other variants—and numer¬ 
ous they are, for 125 versions were collected (in 1904); they range 
as far afield as Lapland (perhaps all stemming from a common 
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source), and the scene of the giant^s chase of Odysseus is akin to the 
third voyage of Sinbad the Sailor* 

The Odysicj contains contradictions and Lnconsistendcs, but these 
indicate reliance on a variet>^ of sources, not necessarily collective 
authorship for the poem as we have it The result is a group of folk¬ 
tales ingeniously converted into the most exciting and readable of 
stories, for the author of the Odyssej^ in addition to adding elements 
of his own, has stamped his mark upon the whole. His Odysseus is the 
Sly Boots or Wily Lad of many a folk-tale, the Jack the Giant Killer 
or David who conquered the Giant or Valiant Tailor, but he is also 
the product of unequalled narrative genius. The poet knows he 
belongs to a noble caliiug, and ensures that its importance—and so 
his own contribution—should not be forgotten. At Alcinous'* palace, 
Sfi equerry^ came in Leading their beloved bard Demodocus, the 
people^s favourite. He seated him in the centre of the company with 
his back against one of the high columns, and at once the thoughtful 
Odysseus, carving a portion from the chine of a white-tusked boar 
(which was so large that more than half was left), with plenty of rich 
fat on either side, called to a serving-man and said: "Here, my man, 
take this helping to Demodocus and let him eat it, with kindly w^ishes 
from my unhappy self. No one on earth can help honouring and 
respecting the bards*^*^ Moreover, one of the few people spared 
from the linal holocaust at Ithaca is another of the same profession, 
named Phemius. 

Finding what is lost, the Odysie/s basic subject, is a powerful 
theme of the world’s great writers, and one which is very prominent 
In Greek and Roman mythology (iJ^ges 287 ff.)* It Is the core of 
Shakespeare's later plays, , The Wftttfr's Tht T^ptst 

and Periclis. Royalty is what is lost there, and it serves as a symbol 
of the deeper spiritual search* The power-quest also dominates the 
mythologies, for example, of North American Indians* It is stimulat¬ 
ing, but conjectural, to see its origin in the primitive community'^s 
rites to ensure the annual return of the fertility of the earth; to hear 
an echo of the primitive inidadons of hunting epochs, in which the 
young men were (and axe) segregated to tread labyrinthine paths in 
darkness, imitating the wanderings of ancestral divinides and 
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totemic animals in their representation of the annual loss and 
recovery of the soil’s procreative power (page 148). At any rate the 
Quest was imprinted very early in our human minds and hearts 
—and the Odyssey is its supreme manifesution. 

After centuries of voluminous and embittered controversy, we 
cannot prove that the ancients were WTong in supposing that the 
poet of the Odyssey was the same as the poet of the Iliad. The 
Augustan critic Dionysius of Halicarnassus believed the Iliad the 
work of Homer’s youth, and the Odyssey the work of his age. We 
equally cannot demonstrate that those who believed the two poems 
to be the work of one man were right. But what we can say is that the 
spirit of the two poems is different—there is no evidence that the poet 
of one had read the other—and that the Odyssey seems the later of 
the two. Perhaps it is the later work by something like a generation, 
and was written towards the end of the eighth century BC, just 
before the recent arrival of the alphabet (page 37) created a mass of 
literary and historical records. The Odyssey^ like the Iliady is a display 
of courage, endurance and resourcefulness. But it is much more 
complex in structure—an epic changing into a novel. That vivid 
ancient critic whom we know as Longinus^ compared its poet to the 
sinking sun, not less great but less intense, or to an ebbing ocean, 
uncovering strange monsters as its tide turns home. There has been 
a move away from bitter and jo)'ful heroism, away from passionate 
intensity and catastrophe, tow'ards forbearance and endurance and 
self-control and acceptance. The white heat of Macbeth has been 
diluted to the Tempesty like the Odyssey a play of sea-faring—which, 
rather than war, Sophocles was to rank as the first of man’s achieve- 
ments.* 

Mind and charaaer now prevail over circumstances: the wisdom, 
or caution, of Penelope and Telemachus as well as of Odysseus is 
stressed. Love of wife and home has started to take precedence over 
love of comrades and honour, and courtliness over chivalry. There is 
a keen new interest in the social circumsunces of the aristocratic 
rulers and their dependants and household. And so, while there is 
less deep and tragic feeling than in the Iliady there is emphasis on 
hospitality, friendship, acquired courtesy, and the forms and 
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formalities of decorum; the story of Tclcmachus is the story of the 
education of a hero within this frameworL Between the marvels and 
excitements, we are shown the cultural pattern of a soaal class 
setded on its estates and managing them—with some regard, even, 
for the evils of povert)' and ill-treatment, but with more for hxed 
residence, ownership of land, and respect for tradition and for good 
breeding. This is an ideal picture, and like that different, more 
colossal picture in the Iliad it seems to portray a world which had 
never existed in such dimensions. Probably it is the tenth century bc 
or thereabouts—after the fall of the Mycenaean palaces (page 33)— 
rather than his own eighth century, which inspires the poet’s 
visionary vnew. Yet if so the inspiration comes from a distance, for 
in all the book the archaeologist discovers few objects which can 
certainly bc attributed to an epoch earlier than that of the finished 
poem.* 

The imaginative nostalgia of the Odyssey expresses itself in 
cunning arrangement, in acute and truthful observation of people, 
and in exquisite embellishment. There is a keen, sensuous satisfac¬ 
tion in beautiful, rich things and places, such as Calypso’s home 
(page 71) and Alcinous* dream-like palace: ‘A kind of radiance, 
like that of the sun or moon, lit up the high-roofed halls of the great 
king. Wails of bronze, topped with blue enamel dies, ran round to 
left and right from the threshold to the back of the court. The 
interior of the wcllbuilt mansion ^"as guarded by golden doors hung 
on posts of silver which sprang from the bronze threshold. The lintel 
they supported was of silver too, and the door-handle of gold. On 
cither side stood gold and silver dogs, which Hephaestus had made 
with consummate skill, to keep w'atch over the palace of the great¬ 
hearted Alcinous and serve him as immortal sentries never doomed 
to agc.’^® 

The heroes of the Odyssey have an eye on possible increases of 
property, and gifts have become very important. ‘However eager we 
may be to start,* Pisistratus advises Tclcmachus, *wc cannot 
possibly drive in complete darkness. It’ll soon bc dawn. WTiy not 
wait and give the brave Mcnelaus, our royal host, the chance of 
putting some presents for us in the chariot and bidding us a civil 
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fare^^cU?' A guest never forgets the host who has treated him 
kind]y^^“- And later: ‘Nobody will send tis away empty-handed: 
we can count on each of our hosts for at least one gift^ a copper 
tripod or a cauldron, a pair of mules or a golden cup.^^* The suitors, 
on the other hand, are disgraceful because they are a fmancbl 
drun.^^ 

Yet there is also a new sentiment m the description of Odysseus^ 
old dog, lying on his dung-heap, ‘obscene with rcptdcs^ as Alex- 
andcr Pope described him^ VMitle the hero was speaking, 

An old hound, lying near, pricked up his ears 
And lifted up his muzzle. This was Argus, 

Trained as a puppy by Odysseus, 

But never taken on a hunt before 

His mister sailed for Troy. The young men, afierw'ard, 

Hunted wild goats with him, and hare and deer, 

But he had grown old in his master*s absence. 

Treated as rubbish now, he Uy at last 
Upon a mess of dung before the gates— 

Manure of mules and cows, piled there until 
Field hands could spread it on the king^s estate. 

Abandoned there, and half destroyed with flies. 

Old Argus lay. 

But when he knew he heard 
Odysseus* voice near by, he did his best 
To wag his tail, nose down, with fbnened ears. 

Having no strength to move nearer his master. 

And the man looked away, 

Wiping a salt tear from his cheek . . . 

But death and darkness in that instant closed 
The eyes of Argus, who had seen his master, 

Odysseus, after twenty years. 

Nevertheless, in this different and to some extent more humane 
world there is sdll the savage delight in bloodshed which had 
characterized the Iliad. The beating up of Irus makes the suStofS 
laugh merrily;'* whereas their subsequent slaughter (which Sir 
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J^mes Frazer far-fetchedly linked with the sacred king^s refusal to 
die at the end of his reignpage 342)^ and the mutUation of their 
henchman MelanthJus—the only thrall in these poems to betray his 
lord—ore more brutal than anything in the limd. So is the mass- 
execution of the girls who had been their concubines. * “I sw^car I will 
not give a decent death,” he said, ”to women who have heaped dis¬ 
honour on my head and on my mothers, and slept with members of 
this gang.” With that he took a hawser which had seen service on a 
blue-bowed ship, made one end fast to a high column in the portico, 
threw the other over the round-house, and pulled it taut at such a 
level as would keep their feet from touching the earth. And then, 
like doves or long-winged thrushes caught in a net acro^ the 
thicket where they come to roost, and meeting death where they had 
only looked for sleep, the women held their heads out in a row, and 
a noose was cast round each one^s neck to dispatch them in the most 
miserable way. For a lirtle while their feet kicked out, but not for 
very long*.^* 


4 Beyond the Wofii*s End 

In spite of such acts of cruelty which equal or exceed those of the 
I Had, the poet of the Odyssey endows his gods from rime to time with 
a somewhat higher philosophical content. They ‘know cvcrjihing’^^ 
but they cannot be blamed for misfortunes incurred by men against 
their better judgement. They still punish people for forgetting the 
ritual rules^that is why Menelaus was kept dawdling in Eg)'pt—but 
there has been a shift, in determining divine responsibiliiy, from 
individual deities lo a more pantheistic view of god or the gods as 
indeterminate beings, daemons or half-abstractions (page 105). 

Yet Athene, in particular, intervenes continuously on behalf of 
Odysseus, treating him with a humorous, admiring familiarity'. 
This goddess, later the bold champion of Athens (page 1 53), stood 
in the Olympian pantheon for protection, intclbgenoe and virginal 
independence. She was also reputedly the inventor of many fine and 
clever things such as the flute, trumpet, earthenware pot, plough, 
rake, ox-yoke, chariot and ship—together with all woman’s arts. 
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In Homer she sdll occupies her basic role of the protectress of cides^ 
the beloved daughter of Zeus>' Her itame has been found on a 
* Linear B’ inscriprion from Cnossus (page 33)1, and s he seems to be 
the heir of a Cretan snake-divinity whose snake she inherited as 
companion. Probably the shield-bearing goddess on a painted 
limestone tablet from Mycenae is her foremtincr; and her sacred 
olive-tree on the Acropolis suggests that she likewise inherited the 
functions of another deity w ho protected these trees^ without which 
no Greek community can survive. Ruskin in his Queen of the Air 
expanded the mjths of Athene with exuberantj far-fetched fancy. 
There arc also more recent echoes of her warlike role in the visions 
of the embattled Virgin seen by Greek soldiers marching ahead of 
them^ during battles of the Second World War. 

But ridicule of the OIjTtipians, as in the lUadi soli by no means 
impossible. The Odyssey contains that famous talc of Aphrodite 
caught in bed with her lovcr^ Arcs, by her husband Hephaestus, 
the divine lame craftsman. Hephaestus entangled them in a net 
so that all the gods might sec and laugh—^though some of them 
would have thought it worth while, even in such condidons, to be 
in Ares* place. ^His shouts brought the gods trooping to the house 
with the bronze door. Up came Posidon the Eaithshaker; Hermes, 
the bringer of luck; and the archer king^ Apollo; but the goddesses, 
constrained by feminine modesty^ all stayed at home. There they 
stood then, m front of the doors, the immortals who are the source 
of all our blessings, and when they caught sight of Hephaestus* 
clever dcvicJC a fit of uncontrollable laughter seized these happy 
gods.*^* This incident has kindled many a great paindng, not only 
in ancient times (as is somew'hat dimly apparent from copies 
at Pompeii) but especially from the brush of Titian, who presented 
the mjnhs with such apparently heartfelt fire and feeling—although 
his erotic themes, including also many studies of Aphrodite (Venus) 
with Eros (Cupid) or Adonis, were prompted by the taste of ropl 
and other ptrons (page 399). Tintoretto, too, in his no less colourful 
but more factual and detached presentation of mytholog)’, perpetua¬ 
ted the old story in various forms, and it is echoed in our owm day by 
the title of Iris Murdoch’s novel Under the Net. 
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Even if 3 goddess could sdll be laughed at;^ there is no lack of 
honour for women in the Odyssey. Penelope’s place at the centre of 
the great mansion is appreciated, and her loyalty throughout twenty 
years is extolled. Circe is predatory, but Calypso is affectionate; 
and Nausicaa is brave, sensitive and resourceful. She is a character¬ 
istically Greek improvement upon the snake, with sldn of gold and 
lapis lazuli, which in an Egyptian version saved the castaway. In one 
of the most entertaming quirks of Homeric criticism, Samuel 
Butler (followed by Robert Graves) believed Nausicaa to be a self* 
portrait of the ^authoress’ of the Odysiej^ whom he identified as a 
young and talented Sicilian noblewoman. 

Yet Samuel Butler’s reference to the central Meditctranean is not 
altogether beside the point. The wanderings of Odysseus cannot be 
placed with any exactitude upon the map; and, as the geographer 
Eratosthenes of Gyrene pointed out, it was not Homer’s intention 
that we should do so (though Scheria, for example, was later identi¬ 
fied with CorctTi, page 296). Ithaca, if rightly identified with the 
modem Thiaki (in preference to Leucas), has not yielded much to 
the archaeologist—it was little more than a symbol of the rugged 
life against the easy wiles of Ogygia^—but across the sea there were 
persistent traditions associating features of the story with Italy. 
At a date scarcely, if at all, later than the Odyiuy^ Hesiod (page 103) 
brings Od^'sseus lO' that peninsula.*^ Cumae, at the northern end of 
the Bay of Naples, colonized from Greece in the eighth century 
BC, and pottery' of that centurj' is found there; and Hesiod may also 
have known of merchant adventurers who explored the Italian and 
Sicilian coasts even before the colonization. At all events, among the 
‘returns’ of the heroes from Troy, the west coast of Italy tends to be 
the preserve of Odysseus, although that does not exclude the 
importation into the poem of many stories from ^'arious other 
regions. 

One of the Italian links with the story was perhaps the visit of 
Odysseus to the underworld; for one longstanding tradition 
associated the beginning of such journey's with Lake Avemus (near 
Cumae), wbere Virgil was to locate the descent of Aeneas and the 
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Sibyl (page 328). Yet Odysseus, unlike Aeneas and others such as 
Orpheus (pages 272, 305), does not go to Hades but to the End of 
the World and the Bounds of the Ocean, the land where the fog¬ 
bound Gmmerians (who, in historj’, entered Asia Mbor across the 
Caucasus in the late eighth century BC) live in mist and darkness. 
*Set up your mast, spread the white sail and sit down in the ship. 
The North Wind will blow her on her way; and when she has 
brought you across the river of Ocean, you will come to a wild coast 
and to Persephone’s Grove, where the tall poplars grow and the 
willows that so quickly shed their seeds. Beach your boat there by 
Ocean’s swirling stream and march on into Hades’ Kingdom of 
Decay. There the River of Flaming Fire and the River of Lamenta¬ 
tion, w hich is a branch of the Waters of Stj'x, unite round a pinnacle 
of rock to pour their thundering streams into Acheron. This is the 
spot, my lord, that I bid you to seek out.’** 

Yet then, by a conflation of contradictory mjihs, Odysseus is 
transported into the Hades of King Minos (page 342)—an under¬ 
world that had been mentioned in the Iliads* By another contra¬ 
diction—which greatly worried the ancients—we move from the 
normal Homeric and primitive afterlife of shadowy ghosts into a new 
place of rewards and punishments: the latter reserved here for 
conspicuous sinners only, though there is a reference in the Iliad to 
posthumous penalties for perjury.** Such an afterlife of pleasures or 
torments belonged to the age that lay ahead (page 148). Before the 
Odysiey touches on this novel set of ideas, the visit of its hero to the 
end of the world has been one of necromancy. Tiresias is raised by 
being given blood to drink—subterranean prophets, in his native 
Boeoda as elsewhere, could be summoned by this means—and the 
other ghosts become vocal only by having some too. 

Necromanc)’ was a widespread phenomenon, yet the Other World 
in the Odyssey is unusual, contrasting both with earlier Mycenae and 
with later Greece, since its dead arc denied all intervention among the 
living. This might be thought incompatible with other references in 
these poems to sacrihocs for the dead—a prominent part of Greek 
hero-cult (page 235) which implies that they can be potent to help 
or hurt. The burial customs of Palaeolithic days, and even of the 


92 


ODYSSEUS 


Australopithccincs of South Africa, seem to show that the dead were 
treated with reverence even by the most remotely early human 
beings: and this reverence—probably impl>ing belief in their 
capacity to intervene, though, even so, various forms of magic were 
practised to ensure survival—continued to be felt as a strong human 
need. Offerings to the dead have been found in Mycenaean graves, 
where inhumation had been the normal practice j and yet, with 
seeming inconsistenc)', they continue to be recorded in the Homeric 
poems w'hen heroes such as Patroclus arc cremated. But the 
distinction between the two methods of disposing of the dead is 
not necessarily reflected in differing beliefs about the afterlife, 
though deductions about these beliefs have often been drawn from 
them. More about the w'holc of this subject will be knoNwi when we 
can better compare Homeric practices with those that prevailed 
across the Aegean. For instance, Patroclus’ funeral (like Hector’s) 
provides resemblances with the procedures of the Hittites w'ho were 
Mycenae’s contemporaries in inland Asia Minor (page 34)—and 
who (like the Trojans) practised inhumation and cremation alike. 
For the rites in the Iliad display a number of similarities to descrip¬ 
tions, found at Bogazkoy, of Hittite funerary ceremonies, which 
sometimes lasted thirteen days or more, longer even than Homer s. 
Mycenaeans and Hittites may have gone back to a common tradition 
of such ritual practices. 

Homer’s place of ghosts is a place of unrelieved gloom and horror. 
‘WTien I had finished my prayers and invocations to the communities 
of the dead, I took the sheep and cut their throats over the trench so 
that the dark blood poured in. And now the souls of the dead who 
had gone below came sw'arming up from Elrebus—fresh brides, 
unmarried youths, old men with life’s long suffering behind them, 
tender young girls still nursing this first anguish in their hearts, and a 
great throng of >»-arriors killed in battle, their spear-wounds gaping 
yet, and all their armour stained with blood. From this multitude of 
souls, as they fluttered to and fro by the trench, there came a moaning 
that was horrible to hear. Panic drained the blood from my cheeks. ** 

Achilles, whom Odysseus meets there, has no illusions about the 
relative merits of life and death. * “For you, Achilles, death should 
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have lost his sting.” “My lord Odysseus,” he replied, “spare me 
your praise of death. Put me on earth agam, and I would rather be a 
serf in the house of some landless man, with little enough for himself 
to live on, than king of all these dead men that have done with 
life.” For the life of a ghost is wholly insubstantial. 

This is the law of mortals: whenever anyone dieth. 

Then no longer are bones and flesh held together by 
sinews. 

But by the might of the blazing fire they are conquered 
and wasted. 

From that moment when first the breath departs from 
the while bones. 

Flutters the spirit away, and like to a dream it goes 
drifting.” 

Yet to visit these dead is a natural human desire, for all men wish to 
see their former comrades and kindred again. Love and friendship 
are enhanced by separation, and the reunion gives a feeling that 
death, the worst of Homer’s enemies, has in some measure been 
overcome. Very many myths of numerous peoples describe the 
difficulties of gods and heroes in this supreme task of reaching the 
forbidden domain, penetrating the narrow door, the e>'e of the 
needle, and entering the transcendent place to win transcendent 
knowledge. In archaic societies bo>'5 and girls act out this supreme 
trial by leaving their homes and living for months or years in the 
bush, suflering tortures and trials culminating in symbolic death 
(sometimes represented by burial alive), which they surmount to be 
bom again as new men and women. 

The \isit of Odysseus to the dead has unmisukable resemblances 
to the epic of Gilgamesh, legendar}' king of Uruk, a dty of the 
Sumerian civilization which had flourished on the lower Tigris and 
Euphrates since the fourth millennium BC The epic poems of this 
people, who themselves spoke an agglutinative language of uncertain 
affinities, were perhaps first written down not far short of two 
thousand years later. Then, fragments of a Semitic Babylonian 
(Akkadian) version (perhaps combining Sumerian episodes into 
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longer epics) circulated widely in the Hittite empire of Asia Minor 
(page 34) and were translated into Hittite as well as Hurrian (page 
114) versions, of which portions survive. These Mesopotamian 
epics have much less charaaer, psycholog)' and movement than those 
of Greece; for one thing the authors were endowed temple priests, 
who did not need to think of entertainment. Nevertheless, there 
emerges from them the personality of Gilgamesh, a human being of 
heroic stature, and the first literar)’ hero of whom anything is known. 
The Gilgamesh epic, a mixture of pure adventure, morality and 
tragedy, is a classic quest which has much in common with the later 
Homeric m)'ths. He and his friend Enkidu seem to foreshadow 
Achilles and Patroclus. But in particular, when on Enkidu's death 
Gilgamesh goes on a long journey, meeting Siduri who is like Grce 
and searching at the ‘mouth of the rivers*—next to the abyss—for 
what lies beyond the grave and for immortalit)’, it is necessary to 
conclude either that the author of the Odyssey knew the Gilgamesh 
epic, or at least, and perhaps more probably, that the tw’o poems had 
a common cultural denominator. At all events, there was clearly a 
strong Asian element in this Homeric tradition. 

Among the Greeks, the Hero’s departure for the other world, or 
descent to Hades, became an abstract of this world’s problems— 
the collective answer to all riddles (page 221). Occasionally, the echo 
of Homeric nihilism still sounded, as in the words of the poetess 
Erinna of Telos at the end of the fourth century BC 

Naught to the far-oflf Hades but an empty echo cries. 

There, mid the dead, is silence. .My voice in the 
darkness dies." 

Yet even in the Odyssey^ quite separately from Odysseus’ visit to 
the dead, there had be<m a reference to much less negative and 
nihilistic beliefs concerning the afterlife. For the poet refers to a 
paradise—also at the end of the world; it was the destined haven for 
.Menelaus. ‘ “And now. King Menelaus, hear your owm destiny. 
You will not meet your fate and die in Argos where the horses graze. 
Instead, the immortals will send you to the EJysian plain at the 
world’s end, to join red-haired Rhadamanthus in the land where 
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living is made easiest for mankind, where no snow falls, no strong 
winds blow and there is never any rain, but day after day the west 
wind*s mneful breeze comes in from the Ocean to refresh its folk. 
That is how the gods will deal with Helen's husband and recognize 
in you the son-in-law of Zeus.” **• So Proteus foretells. 

After Homer this note of rewards—with its corollary of punish¬ 
ments—came to dominate the faith of archaic Greece (page 148). 
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CHAPTER 3 


THE RISE OF ZEUS 


/ The Story Told in the theogony 

LET US first inN’okc the Muses of the great and holy mountain of 
Helicon, who sing praises of Zeus and Hera and the other gods. 
‘One day they uught Hesiod glorious song while he was shepherd¬ 
ing his lambs under holy Helicon, and this word first the god¬ 
desses said to me—the Muses of Olympus, daughter of Zeus who 
holds the aegis:— “Shepherds of the wilderness, wretched 
things of shame, mere bellies! We know how to speak many 
false things as though they were true; but we know, when we 
wish, to utter true things.” And so the ready-voiced daughters of 
great Zeus ... bade me sing of the race of the blessed gods that 
exist eternally, but always to sing of themselves both first and 
lasL*‘ 

Let us begin, then, with the Muses, the daughters of 2^us and 
Memory, who sing of all things in heaven and earth. When they 
honour and behold someone at his birth, they pour sweet dew upon 
his tongue. All the people look to that man w’hile he settles causes 
with true judgements, and when he passes through a gathering, they 
greet him as a god with gentle reverence. 

Hail, children of Zeus! Tell of the everlasting gods. Tell how, in 
the b annin g, gods and earth came to be, and rivers, and the 
boundless sea with its raging swell, and the gleaming stars, ^d the 
wide heaven above, and the gods who were bom of them, gi>ers of 
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good things; and how those gods divided their dignities, and also 
how at the first they took Olympus. 

First Chaos came into being, next wide-bosomed Gaea (Earth), 
Tartarus and Eros (Love). From Chaos came forth Erebus and black 
Night. Of Night were bom Aether and Day (whom she brought forth 
after intercourse with Erebus), and Doom, Fate, Death, Sleep, 
Dreams; also, though she by with none, the Hesperides and Blame 
and Woe and the Fates, and Nemesis to afflict mortal men, and 
Deceit, Friendship, Age and Strife, which also had gloomy off¬ 
spring. 

And Earth first bore stair}’ Heaven (Uranus), equal to herself, 
to cover her on every side, and to be an ever-sure abiding pbee for 
the blessed gods. And Earth brought forth, without intercourse of 
love, the HiUs, haunts of the Nymphs, and the fruitless Sea with his 
raging swell. And Earth lay with Heaven and bore their children the 
Titans: Oceanus (who had three thousand neat-ankled daughters, 
one of them the mother of Thetis), H}’pcrion, lapetus, Themis, 
Memory’ (Mnemosyne), Phoebe (whose daughter by Coeus was 
Hecate, whom Zeus loved most of all), also Tethys, and the one-eyed 
Cyclopes, and Cronus the wily—youngest and most terrible of her 
children. 

Cronus hated his lusty sire Heaven (Uranus). And Heaven hated 
others whom Earth had borne him, the hundred-armed and fif^- 
headed Cottus and Biiareus and Gyes; and Heaven would not let 
them come up into the light. But Cronus answered his mother’s 
plea and, as his father Heaven lay upon Earth, he castrated his 
father with a jagged sickle. Cronus cast the severed members behind 
him, and from the bloody drops Earth conceived the Furies, Giants 
and Nvinphs of the Ash-Trees. And as the members were swept 
away in the sea, the foam that spurted around them gave birth to 
Aphrodite. 

To Cronus, Rhea bore Hestia, Demcier, Hera, Hades, Posidon. 
But Cronus devoured them all as soon as each had left its mother’s 
womb, for he had learnt from Earth and Heaven that he was destined 
to be overcome by his own son. But when Rhea w-as about to bear 
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Zeus to him, Earth and Heaven sent her to Lyctus in Crete; and 
there Zeus was bom, and hidden in a mountain cave. To Oonus she 
gave instead of him a scone wrapped in swaddling clothes, and he 
swallowed it instead of hLs son. When Zeus grew to manhood, 
Cronus was conquered by him, and Cronus spewed up not only this 
stone, but the children he had devoured- Zeus also released the 
brothers of Cronus from beneath the earth; and they gave him the 
thunderbolt and lightning by w'hich he rules. 

To one of Cronus^ brothers, lapetus, a daughter of Ocean named 
Oymenc bore Atlas who upholds the sky, and wily Prometheus. 
At Meconc the Field of Poppies, while gods and men were met 
together there, Prometheus sought to deceive Zeus- 
Prometheus was cutting up a great ox to be divided among them, 
he separated the flesh and entrails from the bones. He enclosed the 
meat and entrails in the stomach, and the bones he concealed in a 
wTappIng of fat. Then he gave Zeus his choice of the two portiorLS, 
and Zeus, though in his wisdom he saw through the trick, chosc^ the 
bones. Out of anger for what Prometheus had done, he deprived 
mankind of fire; but Prometheus stoic it in a hollow fennel-stalk and 
gave it to men. So Promethus was hound by Zeus to a rock, and each 
day an eagle flew over and ate his hver, which grew again during the 
night—until later Heracles, by the will of his father Zeus, released 
him from his bonds. 

Zeus punished man in another way also, by creating an evil 
thing, w'Oman, as the price of fire. Hephaestus made her out of clay; 
Athene adorned her, setting upon her head a golden crown which 
Hephaestus himself had devised; and Zeus brought her out to be 
shown to gods and men, and gave her to Prometheus scatterbiained 
brother EpimeiheuSH ‘And w'Ondcr took hold of the deathless gods 
and mortal men w'hen they saw that which was sheer guile, not to be 
withstood by men» For from her Is the deadly race and tribe of 
women who live amongst mortal men to their great trouble. 

But strife broke out between the young gods on one side—Zeus 
and his brothers and sisters, the children of Cronus dwelling on 
Mount Olympus—and on the other side the older gods, the Titans, 
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children of Heaven and Earth, dwelling on Mount Othrys. With the 
help of the hundred-armed three, Cottus and Briareus and Gyes 
whom he had brought up from beneath the earth, Zeus assailed his 
Titan enemies. ‘The thunderbolts flew thick and fast from his strong 
hand, with thunder and lightning, and flame unspeakable rose to the 
bright upper air; and his hundred-armed allies hurled three hundred 
rocks and felled the Titans to as far beneath the earth as heaven is 
above it.* For so far is the distance from earth to Tartarus with its 
gates and walls of bronze, the murky home of Night, Sleep, I>eath, 
Hades, Persephone and their guardian hound, and of the eternal, 
primeval water of Styx. At the entrance to Tartarus stands Atlas 
upholding the sk)', w'here Night and Day draw near and greet one 
another as they pass the brazen threshold. 

After the Titans had been driven from heaven. Earth bore to 
Tartarus her youngest child Typhoeus. A hundred snakes* heads 
sprouted from his shoulders, and flames flashed from his eyes. At 
times his voices were understood by the gods, but sometimes they 
were like the roar of a lion or bull, or the baying of a hound; and 
sometimes there came from him a hissing or whistling that echoed 
from peak to peak. Typhoeus threatened the earth and the sea and 
Olympus itself, but 2^us struck at him with thunder and lighming 
until the whole universe seethed, and the earth was scorched and 
melted. His hundred heads perished in flames, and he was hurled 
down, a maimed wreck, to Tartarus. 

Now that Zeus had overcome all his enemies, the gods chose him to 
be their king, and he divided their powers and privileges among 
them. He made W'isdom (Metis) his first wife, but swallowed her 
before she could give birth to Athene so that none but he could be 
Athene’s parent. Then he lay with Themis, who bore him the Hours, 
Order, justice. Peace and the Fates; with Euiymome, who bore him 
the three Graces and other daughters; with I)cmetcr who bore him 
Persephone; with Mnemos>'ne, of whom the Muses were bom; 
with Leto, mother of Apollo and Artemis. Then lastly he made Hera 
his wife, and she bore him Hebe and Arcs and Ilithyia, goddess of 
child-birth. Hebe became the wife of Heracles, son of Alcmcnc— 
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‘happy man! For he has finished his great work and lives among the 
undying gods> untroubled and unageing all his days.* 

But being angry with Zeus, Hera, conceiving without him, bore 
Hephaestus, ‘who is skilled in crafts more than all the sons of 
heaven**. And there were also immortal goddesses who lay with 
mortal men and bore them children who were like gods: Demeter 
whose son by lasion, conceived in a thrice-ploughed fallow in the rich 
land of Crete, was Plutus who makes man rich; Harmonia wife of 
Cadmus and mother of Semele, who was to bear Dion)'sus to Zeus; 
Eos, who bore Memnon and Emathion to Tithonus, and Phaethon to 
Ccphalus; Medea the daughter of heaven-nurtured Aeetes, from 
whom Jason took her; Thetis who bore Achilles to Peleus; Aphrodite 
(Cythcrca) who loved the hero Anchises and gave birth to their son 
Aeneas on the peaks of Ida; and those who bore children to 
Odysseus—Circe gave birth to Agrius and Ladnus, rulers of 
the Etruscans, and Calypso to Nausithous and Nausinous. 

2 Myths of Creation 

Creadon myths are for society what early memories, true or 
heddous, are to the individual. At Zuni in New Mexico, and in Fiji 
and elsewhere, such myths are recited during ritual performances, 
and that appears also to have been true of the earliest of such myths 
known to us. This is the Babylonian epic of Enuma Elish (‘Wlien on 
high—*). Though comparable to the Gilgamesh epic (page 94) as one 
of the most significant expressions of Mesopotamian religious litera¬ 
ture, the Enuma Elish has not come down to us in any text earlier 
than the first millennium BC Yet its origin is assigned to the Old 
Babylonian period of the second millennium; and indeed its 
inclusion of non-Semidc names suggests that the story may go back 
from this Semidc (Akkadian) literature to non-Semidc, Sumerian 
originals two thousand years earlier. 

The Enuma Elish, like the later Theogony, achieves an imaginative 
feat by amalgamadng a myth of origins with a myth of victor)' over 

* But Hephftcstus has already appeared (page loi): here b an imperfect fusioa 
of two stories. 
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disorder. It displays the 6rst kno\^ii conception of a hero chosen as 
champion of the elder deities against the powers of darkness: Marduk 
hghts and overcomes the sea-monster Tiamat, and man is made out 
of day mixed with the flesh and blood of the defeated one. The 
separation of the firmament, described in the Theogony, is already 
found here in the Enuma Elish, for the divided portions of the 
monster’s body become heaven and earth. Just as in Egy'pt the sun 
god Re still cvny night faced destruction from the demon-dragon 
lurking in the underworld, so the Babylonian myth also is brought 
into the present: *may he continue to conquer Tiamat and cut short 
his days’. And the scene was in all likelihood annually re-enacted, 
and the epic recited, during the twelve-day New Year Festival at 
Babylon. It is not probable that the Theogony^ at any rate in its 
present literary form, w'as likewise recited as a part of ritual; but 
that this poem too contains elements which had long featured in 
such ceremonials is beyond doubt (page 158). 

These myths are the response to a natural curiosity about the 
causes of the w orld and the manner of its creation, a curiosity which 
is the mark both of primitive or instinctive man, and of sophisticated 
societies. But to instinctive man the m)'ths are a good deal more than 
that. To him they arc a necessity supporting his life, a guarantee for 
the continuance of our own order of things and all that is around us: 
and this is reflected in the Babylonian Festival, which guaranteed the 
annual renewal of the kingship, as the Abrahamic covenant guaran¬ 
teed the future of Judaism. Creation myths arc the Magna Carta of 
our universe and arc deeply felt to ensure its perpetuity. Their 
\'ariations and remodellings from place to place arc governed not 
only by differences in social customs but by such factors as climate 
or even political revolutions or invasions. It has been supposed, 
quite plausibly, that Hesiod’s story reflects such faaors, and that the 
supremacy of Zeus echoes the success of invaders over earlier in¬ 
habitants of Greece (page 126). 

Like Homer, Hesiod begins with an invocation to the Muses. But 
Hesiod’s is the most elaborate and also one of the most heartfelt in 
poetry, comparable in grandeur to the portrayal of these goddesses 
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with Apollo over two millennia later by Raphael, who in the Stanza 
della Segnatura at the Vatican la\'ishes upon them his talent for 
flowing and harmonious figure compositions. At the other extreme 
is the final flatness and conventional decay of such invocations, 
jokingly recorded by Byron who begins one canto of Don Juan: 
*HaiI, Muse, et cetera!’ 

That is infinitely far from the earnestness of the Thcogony. This 
poem, as it has come dowm, combines no less than three invocations, 
\‘ariously enlarged, altered and arranged: and so imposing a length 
is fitting, for the poet regards the Muses as among the most potent 
of the personifications to whom he gives life. Others include the 
Fates, still today believed to visit houses in Aegina and elsewhere 
where there has been a birth; and Rumour,* for in a shame-culture 
the voice of one’s peers has indeed the pow’er of a god (page 51); 
and Justice. The masculine and feminine genders of Greek tend to 
such ideas, and these personifications played a real part, difficult for 
us to grasp, in Hellenic thought. Rather as the Choctaw* Indians 
treat all objects worthy of thought as alive, the Greeks envisaged their 
personifications as daemons or demi-gods. Such beings gave those 
who defined them a livelier concept of the conditions ruling the 
universe and the human race and, by presenting abstractions 
concretely, satisfied a rising urge towards the abstract thinking 
which w’as soon to lead to philosophy.* These w'ere the conceptions 
which Goethe described as Tree children of God’, and Valir)’ sought 
to embody in his Chant de VIdle Maitrettc. 

The gods, said the Greeks, had bidden 2 ^us create beings who 
would beautify with words and music all the great deeds and mstitu- 
dons for which he was responsible. The Muses brought to humanity 
the purifying power of music, the inspiration of poctiy* and 
the wisdom needed also by others who were not poets—needed, for 
example, by judges remembering precedent, for their mother was 
Memory. But Hesiod felt them particularly close to himself because 
their abode was on Helicon, near his home Ascra (page 108)—where, 
indeed, one of their oldest cults was to be found. 

He identifies these deities of his Boeotian homeland with that 
faculty of inspiration which poets after him have from time to time 
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endeavoured to define; refusing to admit with William Morris that 
*it is a mere matter of craftsmanship*, and instead feeling that some 
superior force from outside himself—in our day it is rather called an 
involuntary element mthin one’s self—is acting upon his own 
imagination and spirit. Plato agreed (thinking this perilous at times) 
that poets ‘do not utter the words they do through art but by 
heavenly power*—creating the almost fearful awe felt by Wordsworth, 
the rich melancholy of Tasso, or the anguish of Rilke. By turns, as 
William G>llins describes the ardours of poets, 

they felt the glowing mind 
Disturbed, delighted, raised, refined— 

Filled with Fury, rapt, inspired. 

And so Pindar called upon the Muses to swell the gale of his song, 
and two or three centuries before him Hesiod tells they they singled 
him out too. 

... and they handed me a staff 
Of strong-growing 
Olive shoot, a wonderful thing; 

They breathed a voice into me. 

And power to sing the story of things 
Of the future, and things past. 

They told me to sing the race 
Of the blessed gods everlasting. 

But always to put themselves 
At the beginning and end of my singing.* 

Hesiod makes it as clear as any of his poetic successors that this 
inspiration, conferred by Apollo (page 137) as well as the Muses, 
raises a man above his fellow-men: even the mourner casts off his 
load by the Muses* gift. 

But the manner of their visitation upon Hesiod was unusual. 

These were the first words of all 
the goddesses spoke to me— 

‘You shepherds of the wilderness, poor fools, 
nothing but bellies, 
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vie know how to say many false things 
that seem like true sayings^ 
but we know also how to speak the truth 
w hen we wish to.’* 

This utterance, beginning with an echo or forecast of the Odyssey, 
has been described as the first literaiy* manifesto of Europe. Though 
obscure, it seems to imply a recognition, first, that there is factual 
content as well as artistic form in poctr>'; secondly, that although 
Hesiod is concerned with poetic creation, he cannot dissociate 
himself from the question of truth and falsehood, from the facts of 
religion, morals and daily life: facts which it is his duty to transmit. 
This is a new sort of poetrj', verj' different from the Homeric school, 
which (if we knew more about their relative dates, page 109) the 
strange words of the Theogony could be regarded as criticizing. 

Hesiod is engagi and didactic; he uses his myths to edify, as a 
priest or as a prophet like Amos, who must have been nearly his 
contemporary. The Greek is something of an inspired shaman^ with 
quasi-biblical authority—the ‘oracle of the neighbourhood* as 
Addison called him—and so it w'as with solemnity' that he and his 
hearers approached the tale that was to come. 

The message which the poet feels inspired to convey is a mixture of 
several themes relating to origins. After his lengthy preludes, and the 
creation myth and stories of failed rebellion which are the central 
subjects of the poem, there follows an account of the gods according 
to their relationships and a similar brief account of the heroes bom 
to goddesses and men, leading on to a list of heroines and women 
which formed the subject of a lost poem. This is a practical, moral, 
matter-of-fact treatise, a theological and mythological pageant, 
revealing lasting values rather than a system. A sort of introduction 
to universal history, the Theogony is also the work of Europe’s first 
religious thinker, displaying an interest in priestly piet)', a concern 
for order, a preoccupation with divine genealog)', a desire to instruct 
in the sacred remnants of the past, and an enthusiasm to praise the 
governance of Zeus. 
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The poem blends tradition and respecubility, and differs therein 
from Hesiod’s poem The Works and Days. That was the work of a 
man whose father had left Cyme across the Aegean—to flee from evil 
poverty—and settled in ‘a hole of a village* at harsh Ascra in 
Boeoda: near Helicon, but far from it in spirit. The Works and Days 
summon us not to Homeric glory, but to hard work, honesty, 
sobriety and thrift, in a world where life was grim, the spirit had 
degenerated, and there were extortions to be protested against. 
‘New is the race of iron*—the successor of happier ages (page 126)— 
and Hesiod’s brother was an idle litigator who plagued him. 

There are other troubles by thousands 
that hover about men, 
for the earth is full of evil things, 
and the sea is full of them; 
there are sicknesses that come to men by day, 
while in the night 
moving themselves they haunt us, 
bringing sorrow to mortals— 
and silently, for 2^us of the counsels 
took the voice out of them.* 

That is the poet who has been hailed as so many difierent things—as 
Europe’s first realist; the George Crabbe of the Greeks; the fore¬ 
runner of Chaucer’s Parson; a ‘prudent cIov^ti*; the first preacher of 
labour and the rights of the poor; the first poet of individuality; the 
prophet of that righteousness which makes it possible for men to 
live together. 

But to ascribe the Theogony to the poet of the very different Works 
and Days begs a substantial question. Not only is the hierarchical 
Theogony far more correct and conventional than the other, some¬ 
what truculent poem. But it also, as Sir John Forsdyke has remarked, 
‘has the appearance of being like the Athanasian Creed, the work of a 
long series of committees’. Thirdly, the poem is itself not wholly 
unequivocal on this subject of authorship. It speaks of the Muses 
‘teaching Hesiod glorious song* {The Works and Days) and then 
making a statement ‘to me*,^ the author of the poem, who is not in so 
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many words identified with Hesiod. Both Herodotus® and Plato® 
attribute a Theogony to Hesiod, though this was no longer believed 
locally in the time of the Roman empire.*® Yet the m>ih of 
Prometheus is conveniently divided between the two poems, and we 
may speak of Hesiod, rather as we can speak of Homer (page 36), 
as the culminator of a long line of oral transmission leading to 
Theogony and Works and Days alike. In parts the Theogony^ pre¬ 
supposes Homer—whom it appears, as has been said, to criticize 
(page 107)—and yet the Homeric poems also in places seem to echo 
the Theogony. Perhaps, like them, the Hesiodic poem can be 
attributed in something like its present form to the later eighth 
century BC; and the reciters can be thought of as transferring passages 
from the Ionian to the mainland corpus, and vice versa. 

The central part of the Theogony is introduced by an attempt to tell 
how the first gods and earth came to be. The answer is that in the 
beginning there was Chaos: the gaping void, the primordial abj’ss. 
This corresponds, to some extent, wth most near-eastern ways 
of envisaging the ultimate source of the universe. But the Babylonians, 
like the Old Testament writers whose God created heaven and earth, 
believed in some sort of a creation by gods. This the Greeks did not 
believe, with far-reaching consequences upon their view of divinity. 

There were no cults of Chaos; but it is rare in polytheistic 
religions (except in the cases of the Indo-Iranian Vanina and Ahura 
Mazda) for the earliest powers to be w’orshipped. They belong to 
cosmology rather than religion. Nor have they a place in any highly 
developed or anthropomorphic mjthology, since it is so difficult to 
imagine such lofty concepts. For example the Australian Maker 
(Baiame) is again not a highly developed monotheistic god with a 
cult, because of the indolence of primitive imagination. 

Yet even Chaos is not a real starting-point, except that Hesiod 
starts his story vnth its name. On the beginning of all things he 
reserves his judgement, for Qiaos itself ‘came into being***— 
henceforward there w’as space but not disorder.*® In Hesiod, Occanus 
(like Heaven) is the progeny of Earth—^yet he surrounds her so that 
she floats upon a w*atery waste. But there was another very early 
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tradition, recorded in the Iliad^ that the primeval gulf or gap itself 
^^-as not an undifferentiated mass but was >%’ater, Oceanus,** and that 
this w-as the Agenesis* of the gods as the sea-deity Teth^'s was their 
*suckler* or mother. Like Oceanus was the £g}^tian Nun—^believed 
to survive in the waters which are sdll eveiy'where above, beneath 
and around the earth—and the Babylonian Apsu. For in Egypt as 
in Mesopotamia it seemed literally true that water w'as the primary 
element. 

This brings us close to the beginnings of natural science. For in 
the early sixth century BC Thales of Miletus, classically described 
as the hrst of the Ionian philosophers, asked himself what is the one 
thing at the basis of all nature, and answered that this was \Kater. 
Despite his search for natural causes verifiable by observation, 
Thales ^as sdll bound up with mythological ways of thinking; his 
nadve Miletus was in close touch with Egypt and Babylonia. Yet he, 
like Hesiod before him, helped to make the bridge between the 
myths and Ionian, radonalisdc, natural philosophy. ‘The races,* 
remarked Cesare Pavesc, Vho possess a rich mythological back¬ 
ground are those who thereafter become the most dogged 
philosophers: the Indians, the Greeks and the Germans.* 

Hesiod represents a variant tradidon from Ionia. Living inland in 
Greece itself, this school of writers had less concern with water; 
indeed, the Works and Days deplores sea-faring. But the poet of the 
Throgony evidently believed, like the lonians, that the Greek gods 
were not mighty enough, were too strongly anthropomorphic, to have 
created the world. Yet his Chaos is not in human form and indeed 
is not much more than an explanatory principle. ‘Next to it*, but 
not speahcally mendoned as its offspring, originated Elarth of the 
broad breast (identified with the Mediterranean Great Mother, as 
well as vrith Demeter, page 145), and Tartarus the foggy in the pit of 
the earth—already in the underworld (page 92). 

And then came Love (Eros). Love is the procrcadve force not 
apparent in Chaos; Hesiod begins to perceive the disdnedon between 
matter and force when he gives the driving urge of generadon, the 
principle of attracdon, its place as a cosmic power. This was an idea 
profoundly stimulating to later thinkers. Pherecjdcs of Syros, one 
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of the first Greek prose writers (r. 550 bc), made a theological adv'ance 
when he held that Zeus, about to accomplish the creation, trans¬ 
formed himself into Eros**—i)bcing, as Aristotle commented, the 
best at the first,** and by implication adding a benevolent purpose 
to the primordial rule of nature. Then in the next century the 
Sicilian philosopher-scientist and wonder-worker Empedocles of 
Acragas named Love and Strife as the natural basic forces of binding 
and separation. 

There vt’as a very ancient ‘unwrought stone* of Eros at Thespiae, 
in Hesiod’s home country.** We are still a long way from the 
numerous p)ersonifications of Eros (Cupid) and pretty tales about 
him (page 408). Yet Hesiod himself—unless this is an interpolation 
—switches for a moment from cosmogony to psychology (as he did 
in w'riting about Aphrodite, page 116), when he describes Eros not as 
a procreative pow'er but as a dread force within man’s souls and bodies. 

Eros, who is Love, handsomest 
among all the immortals, 
who breaks the limbs’ strength, 
who in all gods, in all human beings 
overpowers the intelligence in the breast, 
and all their shrewd planning.*’ 

Herein he anticipates the fifth century when men more consaous of 
the forces at work in men’s minds echoed his conclusions.** 

After this parenthesis or interpolation, the poet tells how' from 
Chaos came forth Elrebus and black Night, the mother by Erebus 
of Aether (the bright, untainted upper atmosphere) and of Day. 
Night is the mother of Day or Sun,** because the Greeks reckoned 
from sunset to sunset, and there was need to personify what hap¬ 
pened during the dark half of time.** 

We are now in a realm of more developed personification in which 
the powers marry and beget and conceive. Hesiod is strenuously 
selecting out of a mass of inconsistent m>'th and folk-lore, and not all 
the incompatibilities are removed. Yet this is one man’s picture, at 
least as consistent as the cosmologies in many people’s minds today. 
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The poet has not got a systematic method^ but ts already feeling 
his way towards ordered concepts. Hesiod’s theology was far 
more self-conscious than Homer^s. Between them the authors of the 
two very different sets of poems, as Herodotus observed, ‘have 
composed for the Greeks the generations of the gods, and have given 
to their gods their titles, and distinguished their several provinces 
and spedal powers, and marked their forms’." 

‘j^d Earth (Gaea) first bare starry Heaven (Uranus), equal to 
herself, to cover her on every side’; and she cohabited with him and 
bore numerous oflfepring* With this sacred marriage we are right back, 
from incipient rationalism to much earlier picturings of the primeval 
powers. They are described in something like human shape, and 
listed in a scries of genealogically presented procreadons* The ‘birth’ 
of the sky reflects beliefs in an original physical separation between 
the two elements ^ and the Union of Father Sk)^ and Mother Earth, 
so different from Genesis with its creation of heaven and earth by one 
god, is one of the most widespread mjthical themes. It is found, for 
example, throughout Oceania, notably in New' Zealand with its 
comparable Maori story of Rangi and Papa. The Kumana of South 
Africa, too, call their earth their mother and the sky their father, and 
the Navajo Indians reverence a sky-man (Yadilqil Hastqin) and his 
wife the earth-woman (Nihosdzan Esdza), The Ewe of Togoland 
believe that the union takes place again, each year, in the season of the 
rains* There was a Hitdte goddess Adnna, ‘queen of the lands’, and 
her husband U or Im, the god of storm. So aim the ancient £g)'ptians 
believed in a marriage between Keb (earth) and Nut (heaven)— 
though there the roles are reversed, since the word for heaven is 
feminine. 

The mjih of the sacred marriage originates from the desire to show' 
dramatically why these two regions of earth and sky, though 
separate, so obviously interact. Such stories have been attributed to 
a primeval division of the original tribal hordes into two inter- 
many'ing groups, although there is no direct evidence to support 
such conclusions. At any rate Greek mytho'logy included this widely 
familiar talc. Several strands of thinking developed from it. On the 
mythical side, the belief is recorded by Plato, who repeated {and 
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sometimes invented) such stories for their symbolic value, that 
Eros, the procreative prmciplcj appeared from an egg* fashioned in 
Aether; the two halves of the egg were earth and heaven. Yet* two 
centuries before Plato* the separation of heaven and earth had also 
contributed to the revolutionary astronomy put forward by the 
second of the so-<alled Ionian philosophers, Anaximander of 
Miletus, w ho in the quasi-sciendfic theory of beginnings that he was 
the first to formulate regarded the universe as a sphere in which 
water and air had become differentiated from the land. 


j Z^m fVas Nof Aheays There 

The last of the offspring of Earth {Gaea) and Heaven (Uranus) was 
Cronus—^perhaps originally a harvest deity* transformed by mytho- 
graphers into the lord of the universe* There follows the savage story 
of how, at his mother Earth^s prompting* he castrated his father 
Uranus. 


And from his hiding place his son 
reached with his left hand 
and seized him, and holding in his right 
the enormous sickle 
with its long blade edged like teeth* 
he swung it sharply, 

and lopped the members of his owm father* 
and threw them behind him 
CO fall where they would. 

But they were not lost away wben they W'crc flung 
from his hand* but all the bloody drops 
that went splashing from them 
were taken in by Gaea, the earth* 
and with the turning of the seasons 
she brought forth the powerful Furies 
and cbe Call Giants 
shining in their armour 
and holding long spears in their hands.*' 


H 
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Here is an unmistakable resemblance to a cycle of myths preserved 
for us in the Hittite language, going back to the culture of the 
Hurrians^ This Hurrian people, with a language of prolific suffices 
of which the affinities are uncertain, had originated (as far as we 
know) from near Lake Van, and conquered north Syria, There they 
established the state of Mitanni, based on a capital not far from the 
source of the river Xhabar and on a culture revealed at Tell Halaf 
and Mari as Intermediate betw'Cen the Assyrians and the Hittites. 
For a time in the fifteenth and fourteenth centuries BC this Hunian 
kingdom was the dominant pow'er in western Asia, Before its power 
was broken, the Hittite theologians of Yazilikaya and Bogazkdy in 
Asia Minor, whose records survived thirteenth century destruction 
(page 33), had adopted the Hurrian pantheon—and Hittite inscrip¬ 
tions begin with the formula *this is what the singer of the land of 
Hurri sings\ 

One of these stories, evidently translated into Hittite from 
Hurrian, is the Epic of Kumarbi; and it is distinctly similar to the 
Uranus-Cronus m)th. Here, too, is the impregnation of the earth- 
goddess, the emasculation of the sky-god (Anu) by Kumarhi, the 
birth of a goddess as (in Hesiod^s story) Aphrodite is horn, and the 
swallowing of a stone; as well as the struggle with a monster 
(UIHkummi), Moreover, an alternative Greek version of the Urinusr- 
Cronus conflict (recorded by Apollodorus) actually localizes this at 
Mt Casius (Hazzi) in north-western Syria (on the Turkish border) 
just as the Hurrian-Hicrite story does. There arc many differences, 
it is true; yet the resemblances arc still so striking that a direct 
borrowing is perhaps more probable than a common source. 

If, then, there was this borrowing, when did it take plaocr Perhaps 
the Mycenaean forerunners of the Greek poet had direct cognb^ce 
of the Hurrians or Hittites in the fourteenth or thirteenth centuries. 
Yet it is also possible that the link w'as established five or six hundred 
years later—that Hesiod and his contemporaries learnt these 
stories in the Levant in about the eighth century^ BC, for example 
from the Phoenicians whose kingdoms of Tyre and Sidon then 
dominated these seas, and whose alphabet was borrowed by Greece 
(page 37), As in the case of oriental elements in the we 


114 


THE RISE OF ZEUS 


cajuioc yet detemiinc at which of these two epochs indeed^ it was 
not at some period between them) the common ground was estab¬ 
lished (pi. 50). 

Heaven (Uranus) had begotten monsters, and this was his reckoning 
—^thcre is already a nexus of evils and punishments. Though Uranus 
remained purely mythological and was not thought of in such 
definite terms as his Indo-Iranian homonym Vanina, Hesiod may be 
indirectly influenced—^though this cannot be proved—by early 
Indian rites of divine kingship, in which the ritual for the sovereign's 
investiture reflects a primitive slaying of the reigning monarch when 
he has lost his virility (page 342), 

But above all, here is the original sin—which, say the psj'cho- 
analysts, since it occurred, has not allowed mankind a moment*s 
rest: here is Hesiod grimly tolling the knell of our primeval crime. 
The castration of Uranus is a reflex of unconscious desires. Freud, 
whose views arc discussed elsewhere (page 229), specified that the 
castradoQ complex, which to him (by 1926) seemed present in 
every neurosis, becomes profoundly important at the climax of 
infantile sexual development (age 4-5) (page 230). This complex, 
caused by social depreciation of the genitals and by the now 
perceived differentiation between the sexes, develops—unless the 
advent of the super-ego fully transforms it into a more undefined 
social or moral anxfety—into such evils as anti-semitism (in which 
circumdsion is equated with castration) and the narcissistic rejecdon 
of women. But in the story of the Thcogony this universal fear of 
being castrated is transformed into the castration of the father, 
symbolizing the son*s attainment of sexual freedom through the 
removal of his father-rival 

The member was cast into the sea, where from the surrounding 
foam it begot Aphrodite, whose name was believed to be derived 
from aphr&Sf foam. She came to Cythera and then Cyprus, but both 
claimed her os their own, and the Theogmy is contradictary about 
the place of her birth. Botdcellfs painting of this event (also 
represented by Matisse in bronze) shows her rising from the waves 
as young and ethereal, very unlike the more mature and determined 
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Vcnuscs of Apuleius, Titian, Velasquez and Racine. Botticelli’s 
version, compared with Hesiod’s savage tale, is a startling example 
of the different points of view from which the same m)th can be 
depicted. Nor is the painting of Botticelli nearly so close to the 
classical spirit as Walter Pater believed—it show's a more introspec¬ 
tive, almost morbid, hunger for physical beauty, and a non-Greek 
spiritual tension. 

Aphrodite is in origin an un-Hellenic, western Asiatic deity, akin 
to Ishtar and Astarte in her incarnation of the maternal principle; 
perhaps she wras once a Cypriot mother-goddess. Her birth proclaims 
an end to the era of unproductive monstrosities, and introduces a 
new order and fixedness of species. Accompanied by Eros*’ and 
with his aid, she is the irresistible force impelling procreation and 
production, who ’strikes fond love into the hearts of all, and makes 
them in hot desire to renew the stock of their races’.** As Euripides 
was to tell in his HippolytuSy she also strikes down those who 
exercise their pride to resist her. 

And yet Hesiod strangely, in his poem of grim, portentous hap- 
pen'mgs of the distant past, pauses to speak not of such things, but 
of the pleasant frivolities that accompany the power of Aphrodite. 

Here is the priv'ilege she was given 
and holds from the beginning, 
and which is the part she plays among men 
and the gods immortal: 
the whispering together of girls, 
the smiles and deceptions, 
the delight, and the sweetness of love, 
and the flattery .** 


As Cronus overcame his father Uranus, so Cronus in his turn was 
overcome by his son Zeus. The two stories almost seem, in their 
main facts, to duplicate each other; and they indicate changes in the 
supreme governance of the universe which are unthinkable to our¬ 
selves. The attempt of Cronus to swallow his son Zeus, as he had 
swallowed his other children (the subjea of a nightmare picture by 
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Goya) is described by Freud as ^typical age-old childhood material’, 
since very often little boys are afraid of being eaten by their father. 
And the s>^‘allowing of a stone instead of the child is paralleled in the 
Maori tale of Tane Mahuta. 

The myth of Zeus* birth, in Crete, goes back to the religion of its 
Minoan peoples in the second and earlier millennia BC (page 32). 
The divine child was prominent in this religion; it is uncertain if he 
ever grew up. A fertility spirit of vegetation, bom and dying annually 
—like Adonis and Atds who became attached to the cults of Aphro¬ 
dite and Cybele respectively—he personified the cj cle of the seasons, 
and so he was thought of as the child of the Earth Mother (page 146). 
Hesiod says Elarth hid him in a remote cave, and the mountain caves 
of Crete, especially Dicte and Ida, reveal the remains of shrines of 
the second millennium BC Those cavernous holy places, the sites of 
annual ceremonies—and, before that, of human habitation—provide 
one of the most significant links between the Bronze and later ages 
in Crete. 

This Cretan Zeus was a Mediterranean deity more primitive than 
the Indo-European sky-god, embodying the processes of fecundity 
within the earth rather than renewing them by the dispatch of 
vitalizing rain. Yet the two traditions are found alongside here in the 
Theogony. For it is above all the skv-god who triumphs over Cronus; 
and Cronus from that time onwards, according to one tale, sleeps 
for ever with his followers upon a remote holy island near Britain).** 
The strange, disturbing series of triumphant universal revolutions 
was over—and the poets dw'elt upon its effects: 

Old song I will not sing. 

Now better songs are sung. 

Zeus reigns now, and is young, 

Where Cronus once was king. 

Old Muse, your knell is WTung.” 

In origin, this Zeus w'as the Indo-European w'eather-god—the 
Germanic Tiu—a nature deity like Vanina or Ahura Mazda who 
lived in the sky. But 2 ^us w‘as also head of the pantheon upon 
Olvmpus, its summit lost in the clouds of the divine cloud-gatherer. 
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His name means ‘bright’. This conclusion ^’as a success for the 
philological school of mythologists such as the Sanskritist Max 
Muller (1856-1865), who (calling myth a ‘disease of language’) 
deduced religion from word deri\'ations. Muller believed that 
religion and myth (and so the attribution, for example, of evil to 
divinity) arose from the unavoidably metaphorical nature of speech 
and language, giving rise sometimes to erroneous conceptions. Thus 
there was once a rime, he argued, when the words that have survived 
as the names of Vedic Gods had other meanings (mostly related to 
the sun); but that these meanings were forgotten and what had 
originally been metaphors about the sun, etc., were subsequently 
interpreted as the names of gods. That seems to us fanciful—and 
it places the origin of the myths too late, for whether language or 
thought arc to be regarded as coming first (a disputed matter) both 
language and myth represent a very general and early experience of 
mankind. Nevertheless sometimes an etymological explanation is 
correctly discernible, and that is the case with the name of Zeus, the 
superseder not only of Cronus, but also of Heaven (Uranus) as the 
age-long concept of the animate sky. 

Yet, although ‘the bright one*, Zeus is also the giver of life-giving 
rain and the weather-god of all the atmospheric phenomena, bright 
or dark, revealed by signs from the mountain-tops, and so of all 
natural phenomena whatever. In the words of an unknown poet: 

Distinguish god in your imaginings 
From men that die, think not of him as flesh. 

You know him not. Sometimes he leaps in fire, 

Swift, unapproachable; sometimes in water 
Comes, or in the darkness clothed about. 

And still is god in likeness of a beast. 

In wind, cloud, lightening, thunder and rain. 

The sea and all the rocks therein obey him; 

Springs, rivers, tributaries all arc his. 

The mountains tremble, earth and the nethermost depths 
Of monstrous ocean, earth and the mountain-tops 
Tremble before the terrible eye of god.” 
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As Aeschylus sums up his powers: 

Zeus IS die air, Zeus earth, and Zeus the sky, 

Zeus everything, and all that’s more than these.*" 

He was also protector of the household; of this we hear nothing in 
the Thtogony except, perhaps, by the implicarion that his conquest 
of many rebels protected the safety of everything in the universe. 
Thus good prevails over evil, and the moral—that Zeus can strike 
men down or raise them up—is much more explicitly drawn in the 
Works and Days. 

Men are renowned or remain unsung 
as great Zeus wills it. 

For lightly he makes strong, 
and lightly brings strength to conihsion . . . 

He, Zeus, of the towering thunders, 
whose house is highest."® 

For all his sometimes inscrutable and arbitrary workings, he some¬ 
how became the guardian of justice, with an almost Hebraic concern 
for the humble. 

The ey e of Zeus sees everything. His mind under¬ 
stands all . . . 

Nor docs he fail 

To see what kind of justice this community keeps 
inside it."*^ 

From this moralizing vein, so much stronger than Homer s, stemmed 
a whole tradition of Hymns to Zeus, such as that of Archilochus of 
Paros. 

Zeus, father Zeus, the sky owns thy command; 

Thou overscest what men do 
Both right and lawless, and m w ild beasts too 
Pride and right doing feel thy hand.** 

There is an almost universal belief in a celestial divine being, whose 
transcendence is directly perceived in the inaccessibility, infinity, 
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eternity and power of the sky. Among the Iroquois the words high 
up* and ‘powcrfur are sjnonymous, and to the Ewe ‘there where the 
slo* is, God is too*. This belief, not logical or rational, derives from 
the sky’s unfathomable height* ^Deep sty*, observed Coleridge, is 
of all visual impressions the nearest akin to a feeling. It is more of a 
feeling than a sight, or rather, it is the melting ai^ay and entire onion 
of feeling and sight.* By the middle of the first millennium sc, in 
Greece as elsewhere, the sky-god had become the Creator and prt> 
cotype of mankind, the eternal and primary being in whom all things 
lived and moved* But that was not yet, although he was already 
supreme over the Olympians, and father of gods and men* 

In the mid-nineteenth century, as has been suggested (page 120), 
the erident character of Zeus as a nature deity led to a theoiy^ 
generalizing all myihs into symbols and reficcuons of natural pro¬ 
cesses, and particularly of the sun* This sort of interpretation works 
not too badly with Vedic material, but—like most other generaliza¬ 
tions—has only limited application to the mjths of Greece. Yet in 
the literary field, the translation of natural phenomena into mytho¬ 
logical language—describing the sun as Phoebus Apollo, and so 
forth—had persisted right up to chat epoch. For example, Milton, 
though he might view' the as devils disguised, generally des¬ 
cribed nature in rajihological terms. Indeed, in 1739 Lord Chester¬ 
field advised his son: *ln prose, you would say very properly, “it 
is twelve of the clock at noon**, to mart the middle of the day; but 
this w'ould be too plain and Qat in poetr>'; and you would rather say, 
“the Chariot of the Sun had already finished half its course**—this 
is what is called poede diction.* Fortunately this view of how a poet 
ought to proceed is now outdated, but in its eighteenth-century 
manifestations it did much to make mythology seem banal and 
threadbare; and Coleridge and Wordsworth estpressed their disgust 
with such hackneyed, decayed remnants of the classical tradition. 

4 The DtJiTuetim 0/ th€ Rthds 

The aspect of Zeus’ moral command on which the Theo^ony con¬ 
centrates throughout a large part of the poem is the destructiveness 
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of the weapons which his power over physical forces affords him^ 
the thunder and the glowing thunderbolt and the lightning^** like 
the storms in which Jehovah, too, displays his power « For there are 
successive threats to the sovereignty of Zeus, and one rebel ^fter 
another is shattered* First fall the grandsons of Oceanus—Menoedus, 
Allas and Prometheus. The clash between Zeus and Prometheus, 
which is the only one of these stories told at length, is the 
central feature of the Theogoay; for it is preceded by the two 
struggles for leadership among the high gw^, in which Cronus 
defeats Uranus and Zeus defeats Cronus, and it is followed by two 
battles in which Zeus defeats others who, like Prometheus, rebel 
against him* 

Prometheus seeks to outwit Zeus by allowing him to choose an 
inferior offering. Though, in deference to the god^s omniscience, 
Zeus is said to have known the trick beforehand, he cht^ the 
offering wrapped in fat, which only contained white bone, in^ead 
of the superior portion of flesh and fat which had been deceptively 
covered with an ox paunch. 

This strange tale represents an important type of myth: the story 
that 15 acbological, that explains how something, whether a natural 
or a human phenomenon, came about. By ancient custom, when the 
Greeks sacrificed to the they kept the best part for themselves. 
That was sensible enough—especially in a country where food was 
scarce—and if there was any other reason, it had long been forgotten. 
Yet people felt that an explanation w'as needed, and so Ais myth 
was invented to provide one. Primitive man, as Sir Maurice BowTa 
says, feels the need to have ‘a stor>' which attempts to illuminate 
obscure subjects by providing a kind of historical antecedent or 
pamllel to them. Something happens in the present because some¬ 
thing not very unlike it has happened in the past, or happens outside 
the familiar scheme of time.' Men saw gods and spirits at work 
everywhere, and attempted to explain what they saw—their 
explanations taking the form of aetiological m\ths* A very large 
number of myths in all countries, but particularly among the 
inquiring Greeks, come into this category, and indeed the yicw^thit 
most myths arc acdological has been held by many. This theory 
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cannot, it is true, be applied to the whole of classical mythology 
since no one theory will sufhcc to explain such varied material; yet 
aetiological elements are often strong. 

Lately, other theories have tended to elbow out such interpreta¬ 
tions, on the grounds that, although primitive people arc speculative, 
the lore they transmit docs not ‘answer quesdons* but is another 
order of knowledge altogether (page 160). Supporters of this view, 
however, are obliged to concede that many a myth {such as this one) 
has unmistakably, at some stage, become invested w ith an acdological 
purpose ^ But they w'ould maintain that in such cases a community, 
faced with the desire to explain a phenomenon, did not invent a 
mjth to pronde this explanation, bur ransacked its already existing 
mythology until an explanation was found in it. The example is 
quoted of the Fijian myth of the culture-hero Mberewalaki. This 
story was used aetiologically by the Fijians to explain the mountain^ 
DUS nature of an island, but it did not originate in that attempt. 
The m>th was much older (and of unknown meaning), but people 
studied it unril they found in it a possible explanation of the island’s 
nature-^r, alternatively, as they heard the tale over and over again 
it struck them that this w as the cxplanadon that they needed. 

Does the story of the Promethean sacrifice come under this 
heading (its real cause and origin remaining unknowm), or is it 
instead a genuine acdological myth, actually invented to ‘explain’ 
the phenomenon? We cannot tell. Howeip'cr, it would be premature, 
as in many of these ciscs, to reject the latter possibility' out of hand. 
Whether the poet himself sdll consdously offers it as aedology is 
another matter; this was frequently done by archaeoJoglcaliy 
minded poets of later rimes (page 300), but we are still in a less 
sophisticated age. The poet of the Odyssey^ for example, reproduces 
an aeriological myth about the three hundred and fifty catde of the 
Sun**—a number which represents the days of the year in the 
ancient calendar—without apparently noting or caring for this 
correspondence and the explanatory' element. There we have an 
‘explanation’ of the causality of a nutvrat (or supematumi) pheno¬ 
menon. Here Hesiod is ‘explaining’ a feature of Awman life, a ritual 
custom of forgotten origin; just as there are many other stories which 
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indicate, more or less conjecturally, how cult foundations and 
festival procedures come about. 

Aetiological myths try to answer, by imaginative means, the 
questions which science or historical research were later to approach 
by inductive reasoning. Such myths are a response to the sense of 
wonder which lies at the root of knowledge,** an answer to the 
questions how and why. Events or customs have aroused curiosity 
and appealed to the intelligence, and these are attempts, in the 
special, universal language of mythologj', to say what these events 
or customs mean and thus to alle\'iatc perplexity'. The stories do not, 
of course, scientifically explain cause and effect, but they fumble 
tow'ards scientific method by suggestively linking one kind of 
experience to another. Nor is it, again, their intention to give an 
artistic picture; but my'th is the half-sister of art, and seeks to 
translate and visualize in concrete terms the process which it is 
depicting. The provision of such apparently cogent answ'ers con¬ 
ferred power upon the providers, and so their mjth-raaking and 
mj’th-repeating ability made for a conservative strengthening of 
social s)'stcms and traditional customs, of which these men were 
the spokesmen. 

For the trick of Prometheus, Zeus punished mankind by with¬ 
holding the gift of fire; but Prometheus stole fire in a hollow fennel 
sulk and gave it to them. Prometheus was probably in origin a 
fire-god. The oriental Hephaestus, quickly naturalized, later 
eclipsed him in this capacity. Yet although not worshipped by the 
Greeks, and without temples, Prometheus remained popular, the 
patron saint of the proleuriat, handed down in folk-memory. He is 
the supreme non-moral trickster, like Coyote and many others 
among the American Indians. Indeed Prometheus (though this is 
not fully accepted in the Theogony) even outwitted Zeus. 

Although the mjih was constantly reinterpreted (so that more will 
need to be said of it in a later chapter, page 200), the fire sjimbol 
remained constant. In the Rig Veda too, fire {agni^ignis) is linked 
with wisdom as ‘the friend of man, the immortal among moitals, 
who is brought down from heaven to human kind*. Similarly, in an 
Amerindian tribe, a fish stole fire from the Creator. For fire is the 
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material basis of civil i^adon. According to varying ancient versions^ 
Prometheus stole it by applying a torch to the Sun’s wheels or by 
robbing the forge of Hephaestus. The giant fennel in which he 
carried the flame is a stalk about five feet high filled with a dry white 
pith like a wick, which is sdll used in parts of Greece to transport 
fire* 

The story is an optimistic one, and conflicts with the other 
Hcsiodic view, in the Weris and D^yi^ of degeoemtion from every 
age to its inferior successor (page 136)* Plato was to develop the tale 
of Prometheus into a theory of the origins of human dvUbcadon 
(page 208). But the implicadons of Prometheus’ great gift are already 
present in the Tkeogony. Because of this gift, according to Aeschylus 
(pgc 20o), or because of his trickery over the sacrificia] meat in 
Hesiod’s version, Zeus chained him to a rock, where his liver was 
perpetually eaten by an eagle—and the sufferings of this archetypal 
culture-hero, examplifying the frequent mythological theme of 
man’s punishment for undue audacity, have reverberated through 
the centuries (page 209). 

According to the TAfcgafty, it was mankind whom Zeus punUhed 
for Prometheus’ gift, by creating women; the first of them was 
allotted to Prometheus’ scatter-brained brother Epimetheus.“ For 
woman was the greatest of evils, just as Eve too was the root of all 
evil. In the Worh and Days (in which Prometheus is little better than 
a common malefactor) that sour pcssimisdc belief, less generous 
than Homer’s estimate of Helen, is elaborated by a further talc of 
this first woman. She is called Pandora, the all-giver—perhaps 
because she was originally an earth-goddess {page 145). 

Hephaestus created Pandora, 

But into her heart Hermes, the guide, 
the slayer of Argus, 
put lies, and wheedling words 
of falsehood, and a treacherous nature . ,. 
to be a sorrow to men who eat bread.” 

Evil things were collected in a casket or box—familiar to the psycho¬ 
logists as a symbol for the mother’s womb—w hich Pandora opened. 
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After that only Hope or Foreboding (Elpis) remained in the boij 
since this, for good or harm, remains within our own control. But 
everything else escaped from the box: all the ills of which the world 
is full, the maladies that stalk at noonday bringing men misery, 
and the maladies that steal through the darkness imlooked for and 
unheard. So bcw'are of women—and the poet of the Wiirhs and Days 
echoes those many myths in w'hich the primal Fall is blamed on 
sexual desire. 

Do not let any sweet-talking woman beguile your 
good sense 

with the fasdnadon of her shape. It*s your bam 
shc^s after 

Anyone who will trust a woman is tmsting flatteriers.*^ 

For women, as Semonidcs of Samos echoed in the seventh century 
are the biggest single bad thing Zeus has made for us. So say 
the tragedians too, and especially Euripides,though his Medea 
declares that their name shall regain its honour/* To the early 
Qirisdan church all women were again imSTumenta diabdi^ and the 
thought continued to find expression: 

When Eve upon the first of men 
The apple pressed with specious cant, 

Oh ! What a thousand pities then 
That Adam was not adamant! 

The parallel between Eve and Pandora was drawn by the sixteenth- 
oentury painter Jean Cousin the elder of Sens, in a picture entitled 
‘Eva Prima Pandora*, 

After the punishment of Prometheus has been stressed again, the 
Theogony passes to the rebellion of the Titans, the monstrous 
progeny of Uranus, which is also the subject of a separate lost poem 
the Titanomachy. Holderlin sawr them as a weird sport of nature: 

There is created sdll another race. 

So there flowers many a luxuriant weed, 

Which seems more than it is, rises quicker 
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Out of the earth, awltwardly^ for the Creator 
Jests, and men do not understand 

But the theme of such monsters coming into cxistenoe, and lising 
against the divine power^ is andent and almost universal. So too the 
Sumerian demon-dragons Asag and Humbaba, the Hittite Illuy- 
anlfacj the creatufcs organized by the Babylonian Tiamat, and 
numerous figures in North American myth attack the powers of 
heaven. 

The Titans on Othrys pit themselves against the gods of Olympus; 
and Hesiod*s talc of terror continues* Our primary source of infor¬ 
mation about Greek Dark Age beliefs (page 36), it is viTitten with 
a compulsive* nightmarish conviction* This w as a dmc when demons 
were almost palpable: the universe was violent and mysterious, and 
so were the impulses and passions of men. The horrors of these 
almost continual rebellions arc menacingly close, dumbfounding 
us by the vastness of the mighty forces at war. The Titans, an older 
generation of nature powers of obscure pre-Greek origin and 
derivation, may—according to an ^historical supersession^ view, 
fashionable some decades ago—stand for the gods of peoples whom 
the invading worshippers of Zeus conquered, superseding yet 
incorporating their pantheon (page 104), rather as Pan’s legs and 
cloven hoof survived in the Devil of Christendom. But what w e have 
here* above all, is a further grim phase of the victory of good over 
evil: of the gradual, yet often also sudden, triumphs of ordered 
]usdcc, rationality and enlightenment over the monstrous wildness 
of age-old elemental disorder. This is a different spirit from the 
gloomy dream in the fVorks and of decline from Golden Age, 
through the Ages of Silver and Bronze and Heroes, to the Age of 
Iron—paralleled in Indian and Babylonian myths, and characteristic 
of a widespread belief in prclapsarian Paradise. 

But Zeus, despite his supreme intelligence, cannot prevail alone; 
the Greeks knew well that reason can easily succumb to anarchy* 
So he must mobiBze to his support the hundred-armed, fifteen- 
headed giant sons of Uranus and Earth (Cottus, Briareus and Gyes), 
more fantastic than the savage race of giants who in the Qdymy 
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died with King Eunm«don.^ With their aid the life Instina. as 
Freud expressed it, could battle against the death mstiiict, in the 
struggle between creation and destruction that has been present in 
living organisms since the beghining- 

The infinite great sea 
moaned terribly 
and the earth crashed aloud, 
and the wide sky resounded 
as it was shaken, and call OI}Tiipus rocked 
on its bases 

in the fan of the wind of the iinmoruls, 
and a strong shudder drove deep 
into gloomy Tartarus under the suddenness of 
the footiush, 

and the quenchless crashing of their feet and 
their powerful missiles^" 

Titans and Giants were sometimes mixed in tradition i there were 
also hostile giants led by Porphyrion and Alcyoneus, and Aloads 
Otus and Ephialtes who piled Pelion on Ossa. The bones of pre^ 
historic animals were attributed to a variety of these monstersn They 
were a favourite theme of archaic artj a vase of r* 6So from 
Corinth, shows Zeus attacking a man-horse giant, and the Siphnian 
Treasur)^ at Delphi, early in the sixth century, displays a struggle 
between gods and giants. Such designs, like the conflicts with 
Centaurs on the metopes of the Parthenon and the tortuous battles 
with giants on the baroque Hellenistic altar of Pergamurn, stress 
that man must struggle heroically against the bestial element. But 
Zeus deals as fiercely with pride from below as he has dealt with 
pride from above, and amid shattering com-ulsbns his foes are 
plunged into the pit. 

Ovid retold this story, and Spenser expressed in the War ofQoh 
and Titam his deepest thoughts and feelings about the riddle of the 
one and many. The seventeenth century provided magnificent 
new versions' the downfall of Satan in Milton's P^radiu Zfljr incor¬ 
porates many details from the Theog^^ny, and so does the picture of 
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the Titans FaJl which Rubens, with his genius for catching instan¬ 
taneous movement on the wing, designed for PhiJip iV’s hunting 
pavihon at Torre de la Parada (1636). 

But the heroic revolt particuWIy appealed to the romantic poets, 
with their hopeless desire to return to Eden. For more than three 
decades William Blake was engrossed with the Titans* fate. HdJderJin 
too, as his mind was coUapsmg, dwelt upon this theme, and so did 
(psges 125, 117). Leopardi, at the age of eighteen, translated 
the Tkeogonfs version of the battle, and the HyjKrioR of Keats 
(iStS-19) adapts and revises the account, making the Titans a link 
m the upward succession. In our own century, Braque has illus¬ 
trated these and other scenes of the Theogony. 

Last in the poem comes the suppression of Earth*s youngest off¬ 
spring, TjTJhoeus, a monster described m obsessive detail. 

Up from his shoulders 
there grew a hundred snake heads, 
those of a dreaded dragon, 
and the heads licked with dark longues 
and from the eyes on 
the inhuman heads fire glittered 
from under the eyelids. 

From all his heads fire flared 
from his eyes* glancing;. 

and inside each one of these horrible heads 
there were voices 

that threw out ever}- sort of horrible sound « 

The imagery' of the battle, in which Zeus pounced on him, recalls 
dread earthquakes and eruptions: 

Seizing 

his weapons, thunder, lightning, 
and the glowering thimderboU, 
he made a leap from Olympus, and struck, 
setting fire 
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to all those \s'oiLderfiil heads sec about 
OQ the dreaded monster. 

Then, when Zeus had put him down 
wnth his strokes^ Typhoeus 
crashed—crippled—and the gigantic earth 
groaned beneath him, 
and the flame from the great lord 
so thunder-smitten ran out 
along the darkening and steep forests 
of the mountains 
as he was struck, and a great part 
of the earth burned 
in the wonderful wind of his heat, 
and melted .... in the flash 
of the blazing lire,** 

According to Pindar and Aeschylus, Tj^phocus was buried beneath 
Etna. The Uiad^ however, had linked him with south-eastern Asia 
Minor" and his fate may, perhaps, be interpreted as a Greek 
superses.sion of the weird gods worshipped by Hittites and Semites 
(page 126). Zeus is the forerunner of many dragon-slayers, such as 
Saint George of Cappadocia in the same peninsula. But Zeus is 
also the successor of Babylonian Marduk who overcame Tiamat 
(page 104}; and each year w'hen the king of Babylon ritually dis¬ 
comfited the demon to ensure the crops, his action was presented 
as a new' defeat of the monster. In Greek tradition, the slaying of 
Typhoeus or Ty'phon is often blended and confused with the killing 
of Typhaon or I^tho at Delphi by Apollo (page 135). 

And so W'hcn these convulsions were over, the gods, at Earth’s 
prompting, called upon Zeus to rule over them, and he divided 
their powers and dignities among them. There follows a list of the 
goddesses who shared his bed, and of the goddesses and women 
who bore children to other gods. These polygamies, aflen to Greek 
custom—though kings, like gods, could take women from the lower 
orders—arc efforts to unite local cults and tales to the central 
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rdi^on^ and to find disdnguished ancestries for the families 
observing these cults. They are also echoes of the marriage of 
Heaven and Earth (page 112), for many of the female deJdes (Dione, 
Demeter^ Scmele, Persephone-Kore) are goddesses of earth and com. 

Zeus himself} in a laughable passage of the Iliads lists some of his 
amours for Hera before making love to hern, ‘Today let us enjoy the 
delights of love. Never has such desire^ for goddess or woman, 
flooded and overwhelmed my heart; not even when 1 loved hdon’^s 
mfe, who bore Pirithous to rival the gods in wisdom; or Danae of 
the slim ankles, the daughter of Acrisius, who gave birth to Perseus, 
the greatest hero of his time; or the far-famed daughter of Phoenix 
(Europa), who bore me Minos and the godlike Rhadamanthus; or 
Semde, or Alcmene in Thebes whose son was the lion-hearted 
Heracles, while Semele bore Dionysus to give pleasure to mankind; 
or Dcmeter Queen of the Lovely Locks, or the incomparable Leto; 
or when I fell in lov'e with you yourself—never have I felt such love, 
such sweet desire, as fills me now for you/^ 

The polygamy of Zeus was what oflended, as much as anything 
else in paganism, the early Christians* ‘Was Juuo (Hera) not enough 
for him?^ protested Amobius of Sicca (f. AD 296-311), deploring the 
lusts attributed to the god—and bis conversion, for such purposes, 
into a swan or a bull, and his begetting (by Leda) of the white egg 
from which Helen was hatched*^^ But throughout die centuries 
what has especially produced dramatic exploitation is the of 
Zeus with Alcmene, the mother of Heracles.®’ Guaudoux, in his 
Amphitryon ^ 8 about the cuckolded husband, indicates that this play is 
the thirty-eighth attempt throughout the centuries. The latest com¬ 
ment on Zeus, in bis capacity as lover, comes from Graham Hough:— 

Ageless, lusty, he twists into bull, ram, serpent, 

Swan, gold rain; a hundred wily disguises 
To catch girl, nymph or goddess; begets tall heroes. 
Monsters, deities..... All that scribe or sculptor 
Chronicles is no more than fruit of his hot embraces 
With how many surprised recumbent breasts and 
haunches. 
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I The Story Told in the 

1 WILL remember Apollo who shoots far. He gow tluough 
house of Zeus; and the gods tremble before him, ^d all spnng up 
from their seats when he draws near, as he bends his W^t W. 
Leto alone suys by the ade of Zeus; she unstmgs ApoUo s bow, 
and closes his quiver and takes his arrows. '!“ 

children that you borel-Artetnis in the Island of Qumls, Orty^ 
and ApoUo on rocky Delos as you rested against the Cynthun 

In her wanderings the pregnant goddess Leto had visited many 
mountains and islands of Greece, in order to fold some place m 
give birth to her chUd. But no land dared to make a dwellmg fo 
Phoebus ApoUo. At fost Delos too feared to allow her refuge 
afraid that her son would despise the desolate, rocky isbnd and forust 
it with his foot down into the depths of the sea. ‘For then, said Delos, 
‘will the great ocean wash deep above my head for ever, and he 
go to another land such as wUl please him, there to make his temple 
and wooded groves. So, many footed creatur« of the s« 
their lairs in me, and bUck seals their dwelhngs, undisturbed, fw 
people there wrUl be none.’ But when Leto swore, m response to the 
isUnd’s demand, that it sh^ld have the god’s great temple, she was 

allowed to give birth to him there. 

For nine days and nights she sufifered gnevous birth-pangs. 
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Many great goddesses assembled with her—but not Hera, who 
stayed m her own home and kept JKthyia, goddess of child-bearing, 
away from Lcto* However, the other gioddesses sent Iris the mes¬ 
senger to fetch flithyia, and, casting her arms about a palm-tree, 
while the earth laughed for joy beneath her knees, Leto pve birth 
to Apollo. The goddesses bathed the child in water and swaddled 
it in ivliite cloth w'ith a golden braid. Fed by Themis on nectar and 
^brosia, the infant god burst his swaddling-clothes and declared: 
'the [yrt and the curved bow shall ever be dear to me, and I will 
declare to men the unfailing wUl of Zeus'. The goddesses were 
amazed i Delos shone golden and its earth blossomed. 

^ And So Apollo, lord of the silver bow', walked upon Cynthus- 
'Many of your temples and wooded groves, Phoebus Apollo, and all 
peaks and towering bluHs of lofty mountains and rivers flowing to 
the sea are dear to you. Yet It is Delos that most delights your heart.' 
For there the Jong-robed lonians, with their swift ships and abundant 
wealth, gather in Apollo s honour with their children and shy wives 
and dehght him with boxing and danemg and song, as often as they 
gather on the island. After they have praised Apollo, Leto and 
Artemis, they sing a song of men and women of past days; and they 
know how to imitate the tongues and clattering speech of all 
men. 

And you, maidens, if you are asked who is the singer here in 
whom you most delight, answer with one voice: 'he is a blind man, 
and dwells in rock)' Chios: his songs will be supreme for ever'. 

The glorious son of Leto went to rocky Pytho (Delphi) and to 
Olympus, where he joined the other gods and played to them upon 
his lyre, as his tall sister Artemis sang, and the Graces and Seasons 
and Harmonia and Hebe and Aphrodite danced. Then he descended 
from Olympus and visited many regions, seeking a place for his 
temple and wooded grove. FlnaUy Tclphusa found favour in his 
eyes. But in order that she alone, and not he, should have renown 
there, she persuaded him that the trampling of horses and noise of 
mules watering in her stream would disturb him, and that the 
horses and chariots would distract men from his temple. So at her 
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suggestion, he 'went on to Crisa beneath snowy Parnassus: ^ citjf 
hangs over the place from above, and a hollow^, rugged glide lies at 
the foot. There Apollo laid the foundidoiis of his temple^ to be 
celebrated in song for ever. And at a spring near by he slew the 
bloated sbc^monstcf Typhaon, a plague to mankind, whom Hera 
without intercourse had borne, out of anger for Zeus, seeing that he 
himself had given birth to Athene. As the body of Typhaon rotted 
away, the place was called P>thOj signifying cormprion in Greek. 

As Apollo wondered whom he should make his priests, he saw in 
the distance a ship bringing many men from Crete on their way to 
do trade with Pvios. In the shape of a dolphin (after which he was 
called Delphian), the god leapt into the ship and steered it into 
Crisa, There he sprang like a star straight from the ship into his 
shrine, from which he appeared, in the shape of a young man, to 
the Cretans and enrolled them as his priests. WTien they saw' the 
rocky wilderness, they were afraid they could not live there, but 
Apollo comforted them with the assurance that they would alw'ays 
have the rich gifts which men w'ould be bringing for himself^ He 
told them to show others his will, and to refrain from W'rongful 
deeds or words; for if any did not heed his warning, they would be 
conquered by others, w'ho w'onld make them subject for cv'cr. 


2 The BriHiant God &f 

The Greek hymns of the eighth and later centuries uc, which we 
know as the "Homeric Hymns*, have come down to us in a form 
which is literary rather than devotional. They are closer to ritual 
than the epic poems were, yet they are not in themselves a part of 
ritual (page 159): the elements of praise, thanksgiving and prayer 
are perfunctor)\ and the main content is the nartadon of myth. 
The ancient attribution of these hymns to Homer, and their careful 
imitation of his style, suggest that they belong to the aristocratic 
epic tradition. The Iliad includes a reference to a hymn.* 

The Homeric Hymns were probably recited and sung by pro¬ 
fessional bards (rhapsodes), m compedtions held publicly at festivals 
or thanksgiving ceremonies or privately at funeral games. Although a 
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recitation is referred to in the fVorks and Days^* and the Delphic 
(latter) part of the present h>Tnn comes from the mainland, most of 
these poems belong to the Ionian rather than the mainland tradition. 
Their authors have a better gift for narrative than the Hesiodic 
school, and a more fanciful imagination—to which their biographical 
themes gave full rein. It was formerly argued that the Hjinns, as we 
know them, are all invocations which served as preludes to the 
recitation of epics (such as the Homeric poems) or of other long 
works. This may well apply to some, which arc very short, but 
probably not to the longer works such as this Hymn to Apollo. 
Besides these compositions in the Homeric metre and stjlc, there 
were choral hymns in l>Tic metres; and in the sixth century bc 
Sappho’s invocation to Aphrodite, though not choral but a solo, is 
cast in the form of a hymn. 

The Homeric Hymns are not, as far as we are aware, mentioned 
as a collection until the first century BC Of their authorship, apart 
from the Hymn to Apollo, little can bc said, though there was 
a tradition that the founder of the genre was called Olcn, and that 
it was he who brought the w orship of Apollo and Artemis from 
southern Asia Minor (Lyda, page 137) to Delos. The bards who 
composed and perpetuated the hymns did much to keep m>lhoIogy 
alive, for after writing returned to Greece in the eighth centurj' 
these poems were rapidly recorded and, before long, their themes 
appear as the designs of vases. In general, they are somewhat 
neglected today; and they were neglected in antiquity. 

The hymn to Apollo was more appreciated than the rest. It is divided 
into parts relating to Delos (line 1-178) and Delphi (179-546) 
respectively. The two parts bear no relation to one another and arc, 
no doubt, the work of different poets. The I>clian part is self-ascribed 
to a blind poet of C 3 iios.* It was attributed to Cynacthus of that 
island,* who worked at the end of the sixth century BC; but although 
Chios may well have been its place of origin, linguistic factors 
suggest an earlier date, before 700 BC— perhaps a little later than the 
Odyssey^ since the poet seems to have forgotten the stiffness of the 
Homeric bow.* The Delphian portion of the poem, again, docs not 
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seem later than 582 BC, since there is no mention (as might have 
been expected) of the chariot races introduced in the reorganized 
Pjthian Games at that date. 

Apollo’s origin is uncertain. He may have come to the Delian 
Greeks from Aria by vfzy of Asia Minor (especially if his title 
‘Lykeios* means Lycian, as many believe, rather than wolf-god, as 
is also argued). Perhaps at 6rst he was a god of herdsmen. Yet he 
became the essential s>'mbol of the Hellenic spirit as it wished to Ik, 
embodying in his purity and stateliness distinctive features of its 
ideal. He is the god of light (later identified with Helios the Sun) and 
so of inspiration (page 106), which does for the soul what light does 
for the world: swift and powerful as the sun’s rays, he was also the 
dazzlingly splendid young Lord of music and song. Accordingly, he 
was the giver of prophecy as well. He w'as also the healer of bodies 
with medicine; his name Paean—like Paieon the physician of the 
gods in Homer—appears as Paiavon on a tablet found at Cnossus 
(page 33). *I am the eye,’ Shelley makes him declare. 

With which the Universe 

Beholds itself and knows itself divine. 

All harmony of instrument or verse. 

All propheev', all medicine are mine. 

All light of art or nature—to my song 
Victory and praise in their own right belong. 

Within Apollo’s province, too, was the approval of codes of law 
inculcating high moral and religious principles.’ In particular, his 
was the jurisdiction over cases of homicide (page 193)* 
purifier and patron of the juridical aspect of religion. Know thyself, 
his priests taught—understand your station as man and do not over¬ 
step it; bow before the divine. His fifth-century statue at Olympia, 
one of the most triumphant evocations of Greek divinity, trails an 
idle bow, but it w^ there: he is dread and strange, as well as bene¬ 
ficent. ‘In Apollo,’ says Karl Kcrenyi, ‘sublimest clarity and the 
darkness of death face one another, perfectly poised and equal, 

on a border-line.’’ • • n 

His centres of w'orship at Delos and Delphi were onginall) 
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distinct. The scene of his nativity—so utterly different from the 
Christian stor\'—is Delos; his birth upon the island is familiar to 
the ps)xhoanalyst as the *night journey on the sea*. Upon the one 
and a third of a square mile of granite and yellow sand that is Delos, 
regarded as the centre of the Cyclades archipelago, there are remains 
of pre-Greek stone huts of the third millennium BC. Greeks from 
the mainland, coming to this island, inherited the sacred grotto on 
Mount Cynthus, and added their own religious contribution. Homer 
knew Delos, and at the date of the Hymn the great Delian festival 
was already established: for the bard tells of its songs and dances 
and sports, and of the long-robed lonians who gathered in Apollo’s 
honour.* By about 750 BC we know that a chorus from Messene in 
the Peloponnese had \'isited Delos, and less than a cenuiry later 
the sculptors Tectaeus and Angelion made a nine-foot image for 
the god’s great new temple. 

The Delphic part of the Hymn is as separate as wxre, in origin, the 
two centres of w'orship. This section is less skilful poetry but reveals 
much about Apollo. Its author could have been a Boeotian of 
Hesiod’s school; he knows the countr)' well. Pytho, as the place is 
called in this poem (though Apollo is called ‘Delphic’, with a con¬ 
jectural etymology, and ‘Delphi’ appears in another hynm),* had 
been mentioned once in the Iliad as Apollo’s shrine, and once in 
the Odyssey as the scat of an oracle. The story seems to be carried 
farther back still by the Hymn, which tells of paean-singers coming 
to Delphi'* from Crete where, as was mentioned, the name ‘Paiavon’ 
has now been found on a tablet (page 137). There wtis said to have 
been at Delphi, before Apollo, an oracle not only of Themis but of 
Eanh (akin to or identical with Themis, page 128, or her mother, 
page 205) which had once been the typical deity of all such places of 
prophecy: for example, of the oracle at Dodona (Epirus) taken over 
by Zeus. According to another theory such early Mycenaean cults 
were supplanted by a cult of Neoptolcmus (Pyrrhus), knowm in 
Homeric myth as the son of Achilles. Then came Apollo, and by 
slaying the monster Typhaon or more usually Python—as Zeus slew 
Pyphoeus or Typhon (page 131)—vanquished the forces of disorder 
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so that ealighteitmctit should prevail. This specmiert of the Combat 
Myth is found in ten variant versions^ embodying fony-two motifs. 

Hcre» beside the stream of Castalia, i,8So feet above the Gulf of 
Corinth on a ledge beneath tivo sheer spectacular crags of Parnassus, 
was this shrine lying at the very heart of Greet religion, politics 
and moralit)', where Apollo’s representatives expounded the will of 
his father Zeus- Almost everyone in antiquity believed that the future 
could be foretold; and throughout the history^ of the Greek states, 
both before and after the establishment of the Pythian f^mes, the 
oracle exercised a decisive effect upon all branches of activity. 

Its presdge, maintained by envoys in each dty, was based upon 
good Intelligence and psychology, upon a locd talent for interpreting 
ancient rituals and customs and recommending efficient laws and 
consdtutjons, and upon an impressive blend of dignity and excite¬ 
ment as well as a priestly gift for riddhng formulas. These formulas 
suggested risks and oflfered warnings rather than inldacing action, 
and were ambiguous enough to guard agauist failure* Tet^ the 
Oracle’s advice usually favoured advanced moraht}', and sometimes 
humbled the proud and justified the low'ly; though it was not un¬ 
known for human sacrifice to be enjoined, and there w^as a^ a good 
deal of time-serving oppoittinism—notably in the Persian Wars. 
This was due to the military' weakness of Delphi, which although 
dominant in a powerful religious League was always looked at by 
others with covetous eyes—as Apollo hints at the end of the 
Hymn. 

There was, no doubt, room for ambiguity in what the priestess, 
the Pyriiia, uttered, as well as in the subsequent priestly interpre¬ 
tations of these sounds. To us, the mmccs of these women are 
incomprehensible and alien. Yet prophets and shamans and 
necromants, launching themselves into controlled ecstasies which 
(accompanied by symptoms like those of nervous breakdowns) 
precipitate a rupture from the world, arc stili found among many 
peoples of Asia, and notably among the Tartar tribes of Sil^na. 
Around these Asian seers are woven underworld myths startlingly 
similar to those of Homer and Virgil (page 340); the inrermediate 
link was perhaps the north-west Indian kingdom of Kamshka m the 
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second century ad. The Turkish Howling EfervisheSi forbidden but 
still existing^ dance and yeU in a tranced condition,, and there are 
‘churches* in north America, like the Holy Rollers, in which similar 
ecstatic trances arc induced (page 2S3). 

English religion, too, in the last four centuries has known some 
‘speaking with tongues’. The phrase is a New Tcstanienc one, and 
the subject was very real to its authors.^^ Later, in the Middle Ages, 
its abundant appearances ranged all the way from the rantemplative 
dis^associadon of St Teresa of Avila to the mass hallucinadons of 
whole communities. Today, the trances of dervishes and 
vary from the hysterical and pathological to the performances of 
gifted individuals possessing excellent concentration, strength and 
health. With such parallels in mind it is not necessary to ascribe to 
the Pythia the chewing of laurel leaves, or the inhabdon of natural 
gases (excavadons suggest that these were none), or even the magic 
of wine which, following another Greek tradidon (page 174), Keats 
in his Hyperion saw as analogous or contributory to these strange 
gifts: 

Knowledge enormous makes a God of me. 

Names, deeds, grey legends, dire events, rebellions, 
Majesdes, sovran voices, agonies, 

Cieadons and destroyings all at once, 

Pour into the wide hollows of my brain, 

And deify me, as if some blithe wine 
Or bright elixir peerless I had drunk, 

And so became immortal. 


The Hymn also refers to the birth of Apollo’s sister Artemis, in 
Orty gia (the island of quails), which is here implied to be distinct 
from Delos but w-as later regarded as the same place. Originally 
Artemis had nothing to do with Apollo, though later his Hymn was 
inscribed upon the walls of her Delian temple. Already^ in the Ilidd 
she IS the daughter of Zeus, lady of wild things’.^* She appears in 
this capacity on an Athenian vase of f. 800 bc, and her worship seems 
to go back to the Mistress of Animals in Cretan, non-Greek religion. 

140 


APOLLO AND DEMETER 


On a Gn^us seal a goddc&s of this kind is acoompamed by lions, 
just as lions at Mycenae (where the name of Artemis occurs on an 
inscriptioii) flank a pillar which symbolizes her cult. She plays a 
rather inglorious role in the lEadt and it has been suggested that this 
may be because she was, to the Greeks, the goddess of a conquered 
race (page 126)^ 

To the historical Greeks, however, with their fascination for man¬ 
ruling, batde-fit Amazons (whose like they had perhaps seen in the 
women soldiers of the Phrygians and Garians), Artemis was the 
beautiful virgin huntress of the mountains. This was a very different 
conception from the underworld Hecate with whom she was some¬ 
times identified (page 256)—and the great goddess of Ephesus, the 
many breasted one (unless what seem to be breasts are clusters of 
eggs or dates!), called Artemis too, whose worship as mother- 
deity and birth-goddess afironted St Paul and was affronted by 
him. 

In Artemis, as Kcrcnyi sees her, the wildness of young animals 
and the terrors of birth are in equilibrium, jw de vh^e is balanced 
against murder-lust. A separate Homeric Hymn addressed to her 
tells of the terror of her arrow’s*^* It is also a destructive deed of 
Artemis that has captured the world^s artistic fancy. \Mien Actaeon, 
son of Aristaeus, came upon her bathing naked (according to another 
version his crime was to claim he w^as a better hunter than the 
goddess),^* she turned him into a stag, and he was run down and 
killed by hounds,^^ The scene of her surprise engaged the vivid 
attentions of Tintoretto, Veronese and Titian, whose versions are 
among his most sombre and cerrifymg pictures. Shelley in hjs 
Adonah rather elaborately saw Artemis as Nature, Actaeon as his 
own mind, and the hounds as his thoughts: he himself, in his mind, 

Had gazed on Nature’s naked loveliness, 

Actacon-like, and now' he fled astray 
With feeble steps o’er the world’s wilderness; 

And his ovm thoughts, along that rngged way, 

Pursued, like ragbg hounds, their father and their 
prey. 
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j The Story Told in the Hymn to Demeter 

I sing of the revered goddess Demeter and of her daughter 
Persephone, seized from her by the Host of Many, Him who has 
Many Names, by leave of his brother Zeus. 

Away from Demeter lady of the golden sw’ord and glorious fruits, 
Persephone, with her companions the daughters of Ooeanus, was 
picking flowers in a soft meadow. She reached out her hands for an 
especially beautiful flower: for ‘from its root grew a hundred blooms 
and it smelled most sweetly, so that all wide heaven above and the 
whole earth and the sea’s salt swell laughed for joyl’** But the earth 
suddenly opened, and Hades who has many names, the son of 
Cronus, sprang out at her and carried her oflf in his golden chariot. 
As Persephone cried to her father Zeus, no one heard her except 
Hecate in her cave, and the Sun. Zeus was seated in another place, 
receiving sacrifice from men, and did not object to the rape of his 
child by his brother. 

Yet as long as she could sec heaven, earth, the sea and the rays of 
the sun, she went on ciying out; and her mother Dcmctcr heard her. 
For nine days Demeter w'andered over the earth in mourning, and 
on the tenth day she met Hecate, who told her that she had heard 
the girl’s cry, but did not know who the seducer was. Then Demeter 
came to the Sun, who disclosed to her that it was Hades—a worthy 
husband for her daughter. Full of hatred against Zeus, Demcter 
grieved, w-andcring among men in disguise until she reached the 
house of King Ccicus of Elcusis. She found the King’s daughters 
fetching water, and told them that she was a Cretan, and that Doso 
was her name. They took her into the home of Ccicus and his wife 
Metanira, where she sat upon a lowly scat, never smiling nor eating 
nor drinking—except for a mixture of barley-meal, water and mint, 
which she drank as a sacrament. 

Meunira then gave her the care of her own son Demophoon. 
He grew like a god: because Dcmctcr anointed him each day with 
ambrosia, and held him each night in the fire. She would have given 
Demophoon immortality and eternal youth, if Metanira had not kept 
watch one night and seen him in the flames. She screamed, and 
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Dcmctcr snatched the boy from the fire and cast him to the ground. 
‘You have done an act of folly/ she said, ‘that is beyond repair 1 Now 
he can no longer escape death and the fates, though he will always be 
revered since he has rested in my lap; and the sons of the people of 
Eleusis will stage contests in his honour. 1 am Demeter, the greatest 
of joys and blessings to gods and to men. Build me a temple and 
altar upon a hill beneath the city, and I m)-sclf will teach you the 
rites you must perform to win my favour.* Thereupon Demeter was 
transformed into the dazzling beauty of a goddess; and she went out 
from the place. Metanira stood speechless. Her daughters finally 
lifted the wailing child, and embraced him lovingly. But they could 
not comfort him, because he was used to a more skilful nurse. 

A temple and altar were built as Demeter had ordered. She came 
back, and stayed inside the shrine, away from the gods; and she sent 
a year of barrenness upon the earth. Indeed, Demeter would have 
destroyed the whole human race. But Zeus intervened. At his order. 
Iris came to Eleusis and, finding the dark-cloaked goddess in the 
temple, summoned her to Olympus. She refused, and when all the 
gods came to her one by one with gifts, that did not make her change 
her mind. Demeter would never set foot on fragrant Olympus, nor 
let fruit spring out of the ground, until she had seen her daughter 
again. 

Then Zeus dispatched Hermes to Tartarus to persuade Hades to 
release Persephone. Smiling grimly, the god agreed to let her go, but 
secretly gave the girl a pomegranate seed to eat so that she would 
have to come back to him, since the pomegranate was sacred to the 
underworld. Hermes brought Persephone to her mother at Eleusis, 
and Demeter learnt from her all that had happened. But she 
suspected the snare. Happy though she was to see her daughter 
again, the goddess knew that because Persephone had eaten the seed 
she must spend one-third of each year in the underw’orld. But when 
the earth shall bloom with the fragrant flowers of spring in every 
kind, then from the realm of darkness and gloom you shall come up 
once more to be a wonder for gods and mortal men. 

Now Zeus sent Rhea to bring Demeter back to the assemblage of 
the gods. As Rhea came down to the plain of Eleusis, the soil was 
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barren and leafless; but soon it would be waving with long cars of 
com. For Demeter accepted Rhea’s appeal, and made the land fruit^ 
fnl again. To the Kings of Eleusis, of whom Triptolemus was one, 
she showed her rites and *awful mysteries which no one may In any 
way transgress or pry Into or utter, for deep awx of the gods checks 
the voice. Happy is he among men on earth who has seen these 
mysteries; but to him w'ho is uninitiated, and who has no part in 
them, such good things do not befall once he is dead, down in the 
darkness and gloom.’ 

And so Demeter and Persephone went to dwell b^ide Zeus. 
Blessed are the men whom they love! Be gracious, lady of sweet 
Eleusis and sea girt Paros and rocky Antroo, giver of good gifts, 
bringer of seasons, you and your daughter, the most beaudful 
Persephone I 

And, for my song, reward me with cheering prosperity* 

4 Moih^ EiiTik 

The greatest and perhaps the earliest of Greek mother goddesses 
was Demetcr. This Second Homeric Hymn, of which she is the 
subjeCT, only survives in a manuscript found at Moscow in 1777. 
It cannot have been written later than the seventh century BC; that is 
indicated by its language as well as by the absence of Dionysus 
and the relative insignificance of Triptolemus, both of whom 
thereafter were prominent in the cult (pages 282, 148). Moreover, 
there is no w'ord about Athens, which in that century absorbed 
Eleusis and w'ould have been mentioned in a later poem of this 
character. The Hymn is a poetical and reverent combination of 
human warmth and divine gravity, more heartfelt and less gay than 
other works in the collection. Its threefold structure comprises an 
opening invocation, a mythological central movement, and an 
epilogue or final benediction like the quite of European mummers” 
plays. 

Demetcr’s name may mean ^grain-mother’ rather than earth- 
mother; in thirteenth-century Pylos a word rather like it may 
have meant both a deity and a measure of arable land* Yet, as goddess 
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of the crops, she was almost the personification of the Earth whom 
Hesiod also had placed in his cosmogony (page no)» ‘She is the 
Earth,* says Euripides of Demeter, ‘call her what you will*;^ and at 
Athens, Demeter and Earth shared the same shrine. Moreover, 
earth-goddess means naother-goddess. Woman, according to Plato, 
imitates the earth** and not vice versa, but at all events the identifica’ 
lion of motherhood with the ploughed soil is very andent and 
widespread. ‘Creep back to the earth thy mother/ says the Rig 
and the identification is repeated in many Greek writings." 

* It is a sin*, said the American-Indian prophet Smohalla of the tribe 
of Umatilla, ‘to wound or cut, or tear or scratch our common mother 
by working at agriculture* j but this was an extreme view. 

Palaeolithic, Aurignacian deposits o%Tr a ’^'ast area, from southern 
France and mid-Rhine to Siberia—with the Ukraine perhaps as the 
central point—have disclosed bone or ivory female figurines. Th^ 
were emblems of fecundity (often sexually exaggerated), and 
they are evidence of worship. Among primitive societies, in which 
the role of the father was vague or non-existent, feelings of aw^e may 
well have been inspired by the relationship of mother to child. 
True, recognising reluctantly that we have, before ^ direct 
evidence for the thoughts and beliefs of mankind—although vigorous 
attempts are being made to deduce them for earlier epochs (page 93) 
-“we can no longer feel convinced, like Bachofen von Echt, that a 
certain stage in human history was characteristed by the absolute 
ascendancy of woman and by an exclusively feminine religion. 
MalinowTski's studies of the Trobriand islanders suggest that any 
assumption of the absolute priority of mother-right can be call^ a 
delusion* Yet the first fully formed religious image to take shape in a 
mind of man, some thirty thousand years ago, may well have been 
the Great Mother. Woman, with her unaccountable phenomena 
personifying life, was mysterious and awe-inspiring—especially at 
times when, human kind being rare and weak, fertility' was the 
community's most highly prized value. 

Reverence became stronger and more universal after the discovery 
of agriculture—which is often ascribed to wornen-^md its identifica¬ 
tion with the feminine principle; for the earth was the mother of 
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ever>’ niin*s village and conununlty. An extraordinary variety of 
naturalistic female statuettes of day, datable to the sixth mil- 
[ennium BC, have recently been found at Hadlar in Anatolia, and 
other possible prototypes of the mother-goddess, not more than a 
few centuries later, have come to light at Jantio in Iraq. These are 
more shapeless than the slirn (but snale-faced) fettule deities of Ur, 
before 3,000 bc. In the folloi^ing millennium, if not a good deal 
earlier, the procreative principle as a female deity—with phallic 
symbols, and a secondary male idol the future *boy-god’ Adonis 
with Aphrodite, Attis with Cybele—was elaborately worshipped, 
with mass-produedon of statuettes, in the temple of ishtar goddess 
of fertility at Ashur, 

The principal object of Minoan worship in Crete, emerging as an 
individualized figure just before 2000 BC* was a mother-g^dess 
akin to Cybele the Great Mother of Asia Minors and from Mycenae 
there is a representation of a goddess approached by worshippers 
bringing flowers and ears of com. It is not* however, certain whether 
we should regard these Cretan and Mycenaean female divinities, 
with their varied attributes, as one or many. At all events, the Eiarth 
was apparently believed to guard the dead, as the fnncrar>' design of a 
sarcophagus (from Haghia Triada in Crete) seems to show, and as 
other fertility goddesses, such as the Roman Feronia, were to guard 
them in time to come. The Mediterranean Earth-Mother fulfilled 
many potent roles. 

Subsequently, the mother^worshipping structure of this settled* 
agricultural society was merged with the pastoral, patriarchal sky¬ 
worshipping invaders (page 32)—a miiture found also in Egypt, 
Mesopotamia, India and pre-Coluinbian America. The poets are 
aware of the juxtaposition, and sometimes the incompatibility, of 
old and new gods (page 192). Yet great power always remained in the 
old worships, and particularly in their intoxicating belief in the 
fecundity of the earth. To Freud, this worship was still so persistent 
because the cultivation of mother-earth satisfied the incestuous 
libido (page 230); as the son’s importance—in the patriarchal, Indo- 
European flimily—increased, his efforts to take the place of his father, 
and so his attachment to his mother, became ever stronger. 
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This Y^idcsprcad conception of a female power with inexhaustible 
fertility as its chief characteristic, a conception based on nature's 
observed order and regularity, could give rise to mysticism; or to 
excitement and sexual licence; or to the lofty ideas of super-human 
motherhood that are contained in another Homeric Hymn, dedicated 
to Earth. 

O universal Mother, who dost keep 
From everlasting thy foundations deep. 

Eldest of things, great Earth, I sing of thee! 

All shapes that have their dwelling in the sea. 

All things that fly, or on the ground di>ine 

Live, move, and there are nourished—these are thine; 

These from thy wealth thou dost sustain; from thee 
Fair babes are bom, and fruits on every tree 
Hang ripe and large—revered divinity!” 

And so the sculptor of Demeter's statue from Cnidus, in south¬ 
western Asia Minor, represents her as a mother who is grave, tender 
and sympathetic. 

Her sorrowing search for Persephone is like the search of the 
bereaved Egyptian goddess Isis for her husband Osiris; Isis, just like 
Demeter, looked after the son of a queen (Astarte at Byblus in 
Phoenicia) and placed him in the flames, only to snatch him out when 
his mother interrupted. The influence of the mother-goddess pbyed 
upon the earliest Christian veneration of Mary, not so much in lands 
where the patriarchal Hebrew tradition was followed, but strongly 
in Asia Minor where the chief divinity had, since immemorial 
antiquity', been the Mother. Today, perhaps for the first time, 
seasonal festivals in honour of the earth-mother (in one of her many 
guises) are alien to many people, since our life has at last weakened 
its contact with seasonal rhythms. But throughout the ages this 
worship has touched every pinnacle and depth, all the grandeur and 
degradation, of the human spirit. Its rites have a general resemb¬ 
lance; in most parts of the world, as Frankfort say's, they show ‘a 
broad sequence of mortification, purgation, invigoradon and 
jubiladon'. 
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At Eleusis the mjih of Ekmctcr was acred out Ln the Telcsterion, 
the antique place of Initiation, Here, at the time of the autumn 
sowing, the Mysteries took place annual!j'*; in an earlier age coo, at 
this season, an agrarian rice had celebrated the bringing up of com 
from the silos in which, after the June threshing, it had been stored. 
But the fact that the reviver of the crops was the earth, which also has 
the dead in its charge, came to associate the occasion with thoughts of 
the afterlife; for the link of seasonal cycles with death and resurrec¬ 
tion was veiy' prominent in the Greek mind. ‘Happy is he among men 
upon earth, who has seen these Mysteries,’ says the Hjmin*^—happy 
because in the next world he will enjoy bliss, a conception in general 
unfamiliar to the Iliad and Odyssey though it is briefly mentioned 
(in cormection with Menebus alone) in the latter poem (page 95). 
‘But to him who is uninitiated and has no part in the mysteries, such 
good things do not befall once he is dead, down in the darkness and 
gloom.’ This promise of rewards for the initiated in the afterlife, a 
response to men’s longings which made a wonderful change from the 
traditional gloom of Hades, was the keynote of post-Homeric, 
archaic Greek religion in the sixth century' BC: and particularly 
of the Mysteries of Ehsmeter, and the movement called Orphic 
(page 313), 

Starting with ritual purity', the Mysteries acquired the wider 
morality of human brotherhood; for women and even slaves, 
excluded from so much else, were admitted to these performances. 
In the fifth century, Pindar more clearly linked rewards with moral 
deserts,” and Aristophanes makes his initiates speak of themselves 
as ‘us who have been initiated and have led a righteous lifc’^^ 
—though Diugencs, the Cynic, could sdU comment that an initiated 
thief was unfairly better off than an uninitiated great man. At 
Eleusis, an added element w^as the glorification of agriculture as the 
basis of civilized and peaceful life, with Triptolemus (like Long¬ 
fellow’s Hiawatha) as its hero.” 

The secret of the Mysteries has been well kept; Eleusis set a jealous 
value on the cause of all its fame and fees. But the central part of 

* Pcfscphcmic nay hive had hoth in aumma and a $prin^ AkctiI (pa$c 145)'. 
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the ctrcmonics wis probably a sacred drama re-enacting the story of 
Demcter and Persephone (Kore) that Is told in the Hymn—with 
music and dancing added,and sacred objects displayed. There is 
always renewal, but always it must be ensured by such collective 
dramatization of the sacred stories. These mimetic and symbolical 
representations seemed to give the participants contact with the 
divine power, releasing them from fear and providing comfort 
and an assurance of escape from the terror or gloom that awaits the 
soul after death. The soul at the point of death/ said Themkrius 
(in about AO 310), ‘suffers the same feelings as those who art being 
initiated into great Mysteries. First there are w'andcrmgs and weary 
devious hurryings to and fro; joumeyings full of fears and uncom¬ 
pleted {iftiifstoi, which also meant “uninitiated”); then, before the 
end, c^'e^y sort of terror—shuddering and trerabiing and sw'eat and 
horror. And after that a mar%ellous sight meets you, and pure 
regions and meadows receive you, and there are voices and dancing, 
and wonderftil and holy sounds and sacred lights. And he that k 
completed and initiated wanders free and unreSDrained, and is 
crowned and joins in the worship, and is among pure and holy men; 
seeing those who live here uninitiated, a foul horde, trcwldcn under 
his feet and roUed in filth and fog, abiding in then miseries through 
fear of death and lack of faith/** 

The central theme of the drama that inspired and enacted th^ 
experiences, and the central theme of the Hymn, is the carrying 
away of Persephone by Hades or Pluto or Dk (not mentioned by 
name in the poem since Greeks feared to name him), of w^hich our 
earliest account is in the Thfogottj** Pluto, the incKOtable, severely 
iust lord of the dead, the subterranean brother or darker aspect of 
Zeus, was confused and merged with Plutus, god of beneficence and 
giver of the nehes of the soul. His bnde is called Persephone (a 
pre-Greek name), and Korc as the Greek com-maiden whose new 
crop means eternity of life. In the Greek summer she goes under 
ground, since the fields are bare until the autumn rains and plough¬ 
ing. But she loves the sun and rain, and longs to return; and perhaps 
there was an alternative version in which Demeter compelled Pluto 
to come to terms. At all events, the associarion of Persephone with 
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Pluto s>'mboIizes the interplay of life and deaths and the decision 
that she must divide her home responds, in the language of affection 
and separation, to our certainty that we must come to terms with 
life and death alike. 

The story was an old one. There are cuneiform teits, dating from 
f. looo BC onwards, which record the detention of Mesopotamian 
goddesses of ferdhtj'-—the Sumerian Inanna and the Semitic 
(Akkadian) Ishtar—in the realm of the dead, and their eventual 
return to the land of the living. Demetcr and Persephone are ‘the 
two goddesses'; sometimes they arc two aspects of a single nature, 
and in a version from Arcadia it was Efemerer, not her daughter, 
u ho was snatched away* The Hymn's story that, because Persephone 
ate the pomegranate seed, she must return to the lower world, 
echoes a widespread belief that the partaking of food in the world of 
the dead condemns one to that world. The Egyptian Hathor offered 
Such food, and so do other deities m New Caledonia (eastern 
Mebnesia) and New Zealand—and the subject recurs in the sioi^' of 
Cupid and Psyche (page 408), 


The myth of Demeter and Persephone is of interest to psycho^ 
analysts since in dreams there appear time after time the over-Hfe- 
size demonic, superordinate mother, and her Gretchen counterpart 
the maiden, or the unknown young girl, or the mother who is 
unmarried. Although psychoanalysis cannot account for every 
myth or even for most of them, it would now be rash to reject, on 
principle, the validity of the psychoanalytical approach to myth. 
Psycholog)^, as Thomas xMann remarked, contains within itself an 
interest in mjth ‘just as all creative writing contains within itself an 
interest in psychology'. In this field, as in others, we must discard 
some of the rationalism of the enlightenment and find room for 
instinctive images of the imagination as well* 

Following upon writers who, in the n'mctcenth century, had 
deeply probed man s unconscious (page ^29), a few' years later 
psychologists and psj^choanalysts were beghming to reinterpret 
the Greek and Roman mythology; and even after all their exaggera¬ 
tions and misconceptions have been removed, these retellings have 
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drawn out meanings vital to ourselves;, and have illuminated dark 
places of the soul. NieUsehe observed that *m our sleep and in our 
dreams, we pass through the whole thought of earlier humanity^ 
and provided that the differences are borne in mind between the 
fantastic artistry of the former and the more incoherent urationaLiiy 
of the latter, a comparison of myth to dream is valid* When we 
study the myths with dreams In mind, we are like men remembering 
a childhood tale, and at last grasping aspects of its significance that 
had eluded us before. 

The first decade and a half of this century hus a time when not 
only dreams in general, but also the mental products of neurotics 
were brought under comparison, as w^eU as the myths of primitive 
peoples which Andrew Lang had noted and social anthropologists 
were studying (page 82), As the horison thus widened, the myths 
seemed to C* G* Jung to be *stiU fresh and living . * . in the hidden 
recesses of our most personal life’. Yet, as he observ^ed and as is 
even more true today, ^unfortunately, w'e acquire in school only a 
very paltry conception of the richness, and immense power of life, 
of Grecian mythology’. Seceding from Freud in 1912 so as to avoid 
over-stressing infantile sexuality and its traumas—by which Freud 
had sought to explain the m>ths (page 230)—Jung also w'ished to 
transfer attention from the personal to the collective unconscious. 
Here he was developing the ideas of Adolf Bastian (1826^1905), 
who recognized the universality of mankind's *elemcntar}' ideas’. 
Present in every individual, in Jung’s view, are not only personal 
memories but the inherited, shared products of the human imagina¬ 
tion; the basic, primordial images or motifs or archetypes or 
dominants—some universal, others (less deep, yet still powerful) 
belonging to family, tribe, or race. For the personal psyche rests 
‘upon the broad basis of an inherited and universal psy^chic dis¬ 
position, which is unconscious and from the darkness of our soul 
sends up its dark and unrecognizable urges—deposits of the con¬ 
stantly repeated t)'pi<^l experiences of humanity by w^hich the 
psychic energy regresses into the legacy of ancestral life’. This 
objective or autonomous psyche, as he later called it—a develop- 
meot of Kant’s ‘deep abyss of human knowledge for ever beyond 
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OUT reach* (1S&9 )—h not a state but an acdviiy, representing a 
dynanuc view of the unconscious which is not just a cupboard full 
of mental skeletons but an integral, functional part of the human 
being. 

When the collective psyche becomes conscious, it (like the 
psyche of the individual) needs repression for the development of 
personality, and this victory is symbolized by m^lhs telling of 
successes in a quest, or of the winning of treasures, invincible 
weapons, magic talismans. Indeed Jung believed that no expressions 
of the collective unconscious are more important than those to be 
found in the familiar myths. To him, as to other caiiy psycho¬ 
analysts such as Abraham and Rank and to literary critics who have 
followed them, these arc involuntary statements about unconsdous 
ps)chic happenings—group-fantasies reflecting impulse repressions; 
wish-fulfilments not only of individuals but sometimes of whole 
societies suppressing the individual (page 231); and symbols of the 
desires and passions which mankind feels but does not acknowledge. 
Jung gave myth this vital role in his collective unconscious for 
several reasons. First, because the same mjThical themes are found 
eveiywhere. Secondly, because the fantasies of psychotic, cspecblly 
schizophrenic, patients strikingly resemble the myths: psycho¬ 
analysis shows how each experience of its patients Is traceable back 
to the primitive and universal forms which are the mythological 
material. 

Others have disputed and minimized these analogies. Moreover, 
since Jung formulated the theory, a very great many correspondences 
between myths in widely separated lands have been convincingly 
ascribed, not to comcidenoe, but to actual transmission (page 82), 
This means that the minds of those concerned have had external 
influences at work on them and have not dredged up the myths 
wholly from their own unconscious; although it still remains 
remarkable that so many diderent communities should have chosen 
to borrow similar myths. Indeed, the same must be said of the theory 
as of the whole psychological approach which it exemplifies: so long 
as the theory is not held to explain everything m every myth^ it is valid 
—and so long as it does not lead to such a complacent reliance on 
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the ^collective* chat mdividual myths are not studied for their own 
peculiarities. In many mjths, however, the collective unconscious 
is a helpful concept. For example, the story of Demcter and Perse¬ 
phone reaches back, as has been said, to archetypal images which arc 
easily recognizable in the material available to psychoanalysts. 
Again, there are resemblances between myths in widely distant lands 
which still cannot be made explicable by any eas>^ theory of trans¬ 
mission. 

We have, it is true, been taught by sodal anthropologists not to use 
the word ‘primitive*, or phrases like ‘infantile soul-life of the people* 
(Abraham), as freely as they were employed half a century ago, 
since there is an infinity of opinions about the yardstick which can 
be used to measure such primitiveness. Yet the vitality of many 
sociedcs, primitive and adxfanced alike^ has indeed depended upon 
the continued affirmadoni of the mythical symbolisms rearing up 
from the collective unconscious. They are not just stories: they 
establish a sociological charter, a moral pattern, a miracle per¬ 
petually renew'ed. In the words of Mircca Eliade, ‘every primordial 
image is the bearer of a message of direct relevance to the condition 
of humanity; for the image unveils aspects of uldmatc reality that 
are otherwise inacocssible*—kinds of knowledge that are unknowable 
in any but mythical form. For these mythical symbols, felt true 
(though not necessarily historically true) by those cognisant of them, 
give a concrete, particular shape to unformulated, unconscious or 
half-conscious memories, desires and emotions that would otherw^ise 
escape our grasp- Myth, says Eric Dardel (1954), is ‘that pang 
w'hich comes upon man in the midst of things^ 

The tale of Demeler and Persephone, perhaps more chan any other 
classical myth, has embodied and directed man*s accumubted 
thoughts a^ut being born and dying. It anticipates both Easter 
(in which life and death co-^xist) and Christmas (the time of annual 
rebirth and hope). The story has received resplendent artistic 
expression. Repeating an ancient location of the Rape at Enna in 
Sidly, Milton w^caves the theme into his ^’mphonic pattern of 
associadon-bden musical parallels. 
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Not that fair field 

Of F.nna^ where Proserpine ^thering flowers, 

Herself a fairer flow er, by gloomy Dis 
Was gathered, which cost Ceres all that pain 
To seek her through the world; nor that sweet grove 
Of Daphne by Orontes, and the inspired 
Castalian spring, might with this Paradise 
Of Eden strive^ 

Bernini was one of those who told the story in sculpture, and his 
version was challenged by the sculptural group of Francois Girardon 
at Versailles (1677-9)* There is Goethe^s drama Prokrptna (Perse¬ 
phone) of the mid-i 770's, and Schiller's. Compiamt of Cerei 
(Demeter), and then Shelley's Song of Pr&$erpme: 

Sacred Goddess, Mother Earth, 

Thou from w'hose immortal bosom 
Gods, and men, and beasts have birth. 

Leaf and blade, and bud and blossom, 

Breathe thine influence most divine 
On thine own child Proserpine. 

The mellow masterpiece of Tennyson's old age, writrcn in 1889 when 
he was eighty (six years after a version by Meredith), is his 
and Penephone. With warm human sympathy, he embroiders upon 
the Homeric Hymn to convey his thoughts upon the mysteries of 
love and life and d^th, and the primitive greatness of maternal 
passion. Swinburne, too, was attentive to the story, in his Hymn to 
Persephone and Garden of Persephone* In our own century, Strav¬ 
insky's opera Persephone (1934) is set to words by Andr€ Gide; 
though he and his composer by no means felt alike about the pro¬ 
duction. In this version Persephone ehoosesxo enter the underworld^ 
through self-sacrificial pity—and is not forced by Pluto* 

The seasonal myth is the basis of T. S. Eliot's Waste Landy and 
Franpois Mauriac draws strength from the relationship between the 
Church Year and the cycle of summer and winter, sowing and 
reaping, birth and death. Robert Graves detects the cults, rituals and 
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art forms of th6 earth-niother in so many places and guises that he 
has accepted them as the prime source of poetry, malniatimig: 
(with emphasis upon a primeval^ universal matriarchy, page 145) 
that the language and mythology of a poet are bound up with the 
female prindple of divinity^ rather than wth the lauonal Apolline 
patriarchal principle by which, in his view, the myths were later 
coniaminatedH 


y Myth and Ritual 

Although the Homeric Hymns themselves arc literary rather than 
ritual (page 1J5), much of the material which they contain was 
related to cult-acts. This is pre-eminently true of the Hymn to 
Demeter, of which the story w*as so integrally connected with the 
subject-matter of the Eleusinian Mysteries^ Parallels are not hard to 
discover; the Spartan lyric poet Aleman’s Maidm Song (r. 630 
again dearly has some relation to the fesriv-al for which he is writing 
(whether this ceremony was in honour of Artemis, Helen, Castor and 
Polydeuces, Dionysus, or more probably a local goddess Orthia). 

For the link of many Greek m>ths with Greek religious practice 
is intimate- This was seen by the European romantics when myths 
were regarded as an essential clemeot in the philosophy of religion, 
representing the aUeged creed or dogma of paganism. But when it 
came to be understood that Greek religion, unlike our own, does 
not depend on dogma, another mistake w as made: the myihs were 
regarded as entirely literary or artistic tales, unconnected with 
religion. Nowadays it is better appreciated that, although they have 
come down to us in literary or artistic form, they are proloundly 
illustrative of Greek religion. Ambiguity has arisen here owing to a 
problem of dehiiltion: some social anthropologists, such as Ehirk- 
heim and Kluckhohn, want to restrict the term to sacred 

stories, using Tolk-lore’ not in the wider sense of popular fojk-calcs 
in general (page 81) but for profane, non-religious talcs in par¬ 
ticular. But it h going too far to regard all myths as of religious 
origin; although it remains true that many of them are. 

This link between myth and reUgion is scarcely surprising, seeing 


'55 


M. YTHS QF THE GREEKS AND ROMANS 

that rehgiDus scnticncfiit natural ly employs a mytholDgizbg imagiaa- 
tion, based on the habit of conceiving the deity in an individual 
shape. H. Thielicte observes of mjthology that it is ^the form of 
human apprehension peculiarly fitted to deal with religious tmth\ 
In our own day^ one of the most vital issues in Christianity relates 
to the mythological elements contained in the New Testament, 
Like the Old Testament, this is full of poetry and poetic allegory 
(page 419). According to Rudolf Bultmann, we are ill-fitted to 
assimilate these elements;, since (apart from certain quasi-myths, 
Marxist, Nazi and so on, of a poltdeal nature) our ns'endeth centurj' 
is a non^mjihical and post-mythical age. Jf, therefore, we are to 
grasp the New Testament and understand its central message, we 
must first, he says, subject this to a ^dem>thologizing’ process 
{EntmythobgjikTung)\ when that has been done, but not before, 
Christianity will conserve only those elements ^relevant to the 
intelligence of man and his existence before God\ notably the 
proclamation of God's decisive act in Christ, This whole controversy 
has brought the sharpest light to bear upon the intimate reladonship 
of myth and religion. 

In dealing with ancient Greek paganism, ritual is of prime signifi¬ 
cance, The framework of these rites was satisfy ing and soothing: 
to perform the proper act was the safest and most comfortable 
course, because this had alw'ays been done. So it is with ritual, 
rather than any other aspect of religion, that Greek, myth may be 
expected to have the most potent oonnecdon. Human needs are met 
by the life-giving potency of the sacral act- the myih translates 
that situation into permanent literary form. 

^ At the stage before sophisdeated religion transformed myth and 
ritual alike into symbolism of various kinds, it ought to be possible 
to trace a relationship between them—such as existed in regard to 
the stories arid rites of the central Eskimos, and betw een the creation 
myths and rites of the Babylonians (page 103)^ a reladonship such 
as is apparent also in the Jewish scriptures where we read first of 
Mron splashing the blood on the altar (story)", and then of an 
instruedon that the priest should splash the blood on the altar 
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(rite)*“. In Greece, however, this process of tracing myth^rite 
relationships presents difficulties. For as among the Bushmen, in 
contrast to the ancient Romans (page 36S) and many north American 
Indians, our knowledge of the ritual system of the Greeks is much 
scantier than our knowledge of their myths, of which, as the Plates 
in this book show, we have evidence from sculptures, vase-pindngs, 
and other visual arts as well as from literature. 

A question that has been often asked recently is this: which came 
first, Greek ritual or Greek mjrit? F. C Prescott wrote in 1927: 
^myth must always come finst to generate the rite.’ But this now 
appears an excessive generalization. Exponents of myth as products 
of Jung’s coIlecDve unconscious (page 151) do uot support Prescott’s 
view as fully as they might, since thej^ are inclined to attribute the 
origins of ritual to the same collective unconsdous, in which case it 
need not be later than myth. The priority of myth is, however, true 
in certain cases—notably the rape of Persephone by Pluto, which 
no doubt rernodelled the ceremonies at Eleusis (page 148). Malin¬ 
owski and other social anthropologists have blamed classical 
scholars for not extending much further the idendficadon of myths 
as the sources of ritual texts. About this opinion there is disagreement. 
Professor H. J. Rose, on the other side, pointed out that in the 
scanty remains of Greek ritual texts myths arc hardly referred to, 
and that even the chants at festivals (pages 104, 135) were poetic, 
not liturgical, compositions. Against his sceptical view it has been 
protested that, even if this is so, such literary compoaidons do not 
justify Rose’s objection, since if there is evidence of a 
between myth and ritual even without proof of actual recitation, 
that in itself is enough to suggest that myth-based liturgies existed. 
But they are nearly all lost, so we cannot tell. 

Much more fashionable, in the past four decades, has been the 
oppoate opinion that ritual comes first, and that mythology^ comes 
bter and explains it; that myth is the stage direction of the ritual 
drama, or a kind of libretto composed to make sacro-magical acts 
intelligible. Some have gone farther still, and claimed that ritual 
is the origin of all forms of social organization, of philosophical and 
religious thinking, of processes of law, and of the arts. With regard 
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to myihology, Jane Harrison (1903) and Robertson Smith believed 
that this was invented, or adapted from folk-lore, in order to explain 
obscure, forgotten rites, and that such interpretation of rites, imposed 
on them after their creation, was an important and central manifes¬ 
tation of the aedological, explanatory sort of myth (page 121)^ 
During the last few years the basis for this view has been extended; 
texts from Ugarit (page 49) and Israel^’ have suggested to scholars, 
especially in Scandinavia, that many myths received their whole 
frame and content from already existent rites. 

Although the Ugaric deductions are contested, and much still has 
to be explained about the processes w'hich create ritual (as well as 
those w'hich turn it into a story), this conclusion supplies a valuable 
clue to the sources of mythologies. That is to say—and this applies 
to so man y other theories also—the theory Is tenable provided it is 
not general bled to account for all myths. With the same all-too- 
rarely observed proviso, it is applicable to Greece, w'bere myths, as 
Sir Maurice Bowra expresses the positioo, *did for a choral song what 
sculpture did for a temple, iilustrating the importance of a rite*. 
The Greek popular philosopher Lucian of Samosata, in his essay 
Oil the lists many ritual mimes—in which the ritual is trans¬ 

lated into narrative, m^thographic form—still performed in his own 
second century Al>. 

WTiether a myth correctly explained the origins of the rite which 
it interpreted is, of course, quite a different matter; for example a 
number of rituals of apparently distinct origins were eventually 
explained by a single myth of Combat (page 131). But when a myth 
possessed, or even seemed to possess, this rite-explaining character, 
it was endowed with religious force, since its narration vouched for 
the efficiency of the ritual from which the story^ was ostensibly 
derived. 

That is an attempt to deal briefly with the questions whether, and 
to what extent, ritual comes out of myth, and myth comes out of 
ritual. But one must add chat this is probably a not very helpful 
way to formulate the problems. In the early stages of communities— 
the Greek community among them—it is doubtful how far wor- 
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shippers distinguished between the two things. At any rate, what 
was performed {drammo^ and what was said were not 

only parallel but interdependent, interpenetrating (says Roger 
Hinks) like time and space, dktinct in kind yet forming a single 
reality, providing a variety of clues to the same permanent and 
universal features in human nature. And indeed, the interpenetration 
between the two things, the reciprocal action, remains, continues 
and develops, though it takes different forms in different cultures, 
and probably at different times in the same culture. To the psycho¬ 
analysts, ritual is a sublimated compulsion, myth a sublimated 
obsession. Or ritual is an obsessive repetitive acdviiy, often dramat¬ 
izing symbolically the ^needs* of the society, whether economic, 
biological, social or sexual; mythology is the rationalization of these 
needs. Both myth and ritual are stabilizing elements in the j^oup. 
Yet at the same time they may well be cherished by the indhiduai 
as an individual (at the expense of reason), because, as Kluckhohn 
suggested, as mechanisnis of defence they reduce his ‘anticipation 
of disaster*. 

Ritual gives myths their names, a lot of detail and much of their 
explanatory character* Myth acts more slowly upon the conser¬ 
vatism of rites—interpreting (rightly or wrongly) their elements, 
and gradually impodng features of its own* Yet myih is also poten¬ 
tially inherent in ritual from the beginning, not only as the spoken 
correlative of what was performed, but as a translation of the real, 
static, temporal, immediate ritual into terms of the eternal and 
transoendentah Myth is the projection of rites on to the plane of 
ideal situations* Gaster (1950) has worked out how myihs go through 
successive stages, each leading thetn one step farther away from 
rirual, and how certain myths belong to one or more of these stages, 
but not to others. When there is a dramatic or pantomimic presenta¬ 
tion of ritual (such as the Eg)'ptian coronation drama of the First 
Dynasty—enacted by the protagonists themselves), the two are quite 
close; when a liturgical recitation is included in a religious ceremony 
as an explanatory background (like Christian hymns sung at saints^ 
day services), they are farther away; and then there are literary 
performances in which the story has been removed so far from ritual 
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chat it has become an ardsdc creation. In this bst category are the 
Hymns to Demeter and Apollo and most other Homeric Hymns’—or 
all of them. 

At each of these stages of proximity and remoteness, myth shares 
something of the potency of ritual and religion. Although the 
mythical stories, as we know them, have become artistic, litcrar)' 
creations, and have reached their supreme expresrion in this form, 
the myths behind them remain far more than mere narradons. 
What took place once upon a dme, as told in the myth—that is to 
say what took place in the primordial or dmeless fluid past, the 
original dme which is the model for all dmes—is located by ritual 
in the present. From this parallelism of the eternal (myth) and the 
topical (ritual) comes the Jewish tradition that all the generations of 
Israel, not only the actual fugitives from Egypt, were present in 
spirit on Mount Sinai when the Covenant took place. 

But in any case m>ths, with or without the partnership of ritual, 
are lived and re-lived, as wull as told. Thomas Mann spoke of the 
‘quotation-like* life of mythopoeic man, who steps back a pace 
before doing anything, seeks an example from the past and slips 
into it as into a diving-bell in order to plunge, at once protected and 
distorted, into the problems of the present; and thus his life achieves 
its own expression and harmony* Mjihs also, as has been said, safe¬ 
guard and enforce morality (page 123)* they contain practical rules 
for the guidance of man, and supply a pattern of social values. But 
to ascribe their power, as Malinowski did, solely to the validation of 
traditional usage is not enough, for the recital of the myth, Like the 
performance of the rite, has also—in times before the myth becomes 
too remotely literary—the active power to strengthen in peoplc*s 
minds the precarious existence of the community', to preser\'e it 
from chaos and give increase of life* 

Now the epoch in which Greek literature enshrined its myths was 
one in which, as among the contemporary Israelites, these values 
and this salvadon were linked with divine control; so that most of 
the stories are about the relations of man to his gods* 
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CHAPTER 5 


THE HOUSE OF AGAMEMNON 


^ 9§§§§§$ mt^ 

I The Stffry of tke orestEIA Told by Aeiehylus 

THE Oreitei^ is 3. sequence of three plays^ the AgOJttetnttotij Choephort 
{Libattim-Bearcrs) and Eumenides {Kmdlj Ottei}. 

As the Agamemnon begins, a watchinan is seen on the palace roof 
at Argos, a little before dawn. For a whole year now, he says, he has 
watched for the beacon w^hich will announce the fall of Troy. All 
other stars he has seen in his vigU, except this. Its declaration would 
bring great news for Queen Qytemnestra, the wife of Agamcninon, 
w ho is for so long absent at Troy. Yet the watchman goes on to tell 
how his songs to keep awake have cumed to weeping—since all is 
not well within the house. At this moment the beacon suddenly 
slunes out. But lus cries of joy, and his prayers chat the gods may now‘ 
bring Agamemnon safe to his home, are stifled by a moment of 
fear. 

Clytemnestra comes out of the palace to sacrifice and pray in 
silence before the statue of Zeus. O^t come the chorus of Argn»c 
elders also. They do not see her, and do not know the good new's 
yet. They tell the story of how Agamemnon and his brother 
Menelaus, because of the guilt of Paris and Helen, once mustered 
the fleet for Troy; and, now, Greece and Troy have equally paid 
their share of sweat and wounds and death. The elders explain how 
they themselves had been left behind by the expedition because of 
their advanced age. But then they break off, because they see the 
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queen. Begging her to explain why the altars are ablaze with offerings, 
they appeal to her to relieve their haunting fears. She docs not speak, 
but the chorus go on to tell of the past which weighs upon their 
minds. They recall how at Aulis, as the army was setting out, men 
had beheld the omen of two eagles devouring a pregnant hare. 
Calchas, the wise prophet, had understood the sign, and foretold 
that one day the array would capture Troy, But he had also said that 
Artemis was angry with the eagles and pitied the hare; and that if 
she were not to delay the host with adverse gales, those two eagles, 
the princely commanders Agamemnon and Menelaus, must sacrifice 
a child, w^hatever the evil consequences for their house^ 

‘Sorrow, sorrow! Yet let good prevail!* That is their refrain, 
but they stop to ask what is good.^ And W'ho is God, w^hom men 
Call Zeus:* They recall how in turn old Uranus (Heaven) and Cronus 
passed away, and how‘ Zeus is now lord; and he has appointed a 
law^ that man, in sorrow, shall learn by suffering. 

As the men starved and ships rotted at Aulis—the Argive elders 
continue Calchas had spoken again, disclosing that, in order to 
appease^ Artemis, Agamemnon must sacrifice his own daughter 
Iphigenia. Agamemnon had prayed, and bidden the attendants lift 
her, like a goat, above the altar; he had told them to gag the cry 
that would curse his house. 

Letting fall her saffron robe to earth 
She turned and looked upon each of them that 
slew her, 

She smote each one with ihe piteous glance of 
her eyes .. . 

For the rest, as I saw it not neither do I speak of it. 

But the arts of Calchas were not unfulfilled^ 

Yet the killer will be killed. Time may show, but cannot alter, 
what shall be. Meanwhile, let good prevail—good news, to gladden 
Qytemnestra s heart 1* 

bay has now come, and the queen turns and faces the elders. 
She d^bes the scene at Troy as she imagines it, and gloats over 
the sufferings of the conquered. If the fleet sails free from taint of 
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sin, she adds, and if there are no dead to take vengeance, the Greeks 
may have a safe passage home* She goes indoors, and the old men of 
Argos, instead of celebrating the victory, resume their medi^iojis 
on Zeus, who is just—and punishes the proud and over-prosperous. 
Destiny lures the wicked to their ruin; that was the fate of Pafis, 
who caused misery to Menelaus and the horrors of war to Troy* 
They feel a desperate foreboding of evil and retribution, and declare 
that to be neither conqueror nor capdve is best* Meanwhile, are the 
glad tidinp of the beacons true, or only a delusion? 

But now a cheerful herald enters, and confirms the news of 
victory, telling also of the hardships and discomforts that the array 
has suffered during its ten years before Troy* Clytemnestra declares 
that she has already rejoiced for the viaory i next she will prepare to 
receive Agamemnon. He w^ill find her, she says, as faithful as when 
he left—and implacable to those of ill will. ^Of pleasure found with 
other men, or any breath of scandal, I know^ no more than how 
to dip hot steel.’ As she turns back into the palace, the herald 
is first perplexed at something in her tone* But then he reports 
further news. The fleet has been scattered by a storm—where 
Menelaus is, no one knows. So Agamemnon has come home 
unaccompanied. 

The chorus sing of Helen, and of her marriage-song with Paris, 
which was drowned in wmling. To Troy Helen, coming there in all 
her beauty, wus like a lion’s w'help, which is gentle and plajdiil 
when you rear it, but soon the beast ravages the flocks, filling the 
house with blood. It is sin, the elders suggest, not prosperity, that 
begets grief and evil and recklessness: ’whose menace like a black 
cloud lies on the doomed house hour by hour, fatal with fear, 
remorse and pain’. But Justice, averting its eye from guitt>' golden 
palaces, will guide good and evil to their sure destinations. 

Agamemnon now enters in his chariot, followed by another 
chariot bearing, among various spoils of war, King Priam’s daughter 
Cassandra. The chorus greet him, and he coldly gives thanks. 
Expressing mistrust of false friends—among his companions at 
Troy he has praise only for Odysseus—the king promises that 
suspected disaffection at home wdll be rooted out with well-inrcn- 
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tioncd fire or knife. Qytemnestra now aITives^ But first she des¬ 
cribes to the elders her fidelity and i^Tetchcdncss while her lord 
was awavi and while travellers told their tales. 

It is evil and a thing of terror when a wife 

sits in the house forlorn with no man by^ and hears 

rumours that like a fever die to break again, 

and men come in with news of fear, and on their heels 

another messenger, with worse news to cry aloud 

here in this house. Had Agamemnon taken all 

the wounds the tale whereof was carried home to me, 

he had been cut full of gashes like a fishing net." 

Explaining to her husband that she has sent their son Orestes eJse- 
w'here—in fear of a plot against his father at Troy or in Argos—she 
concludes by inviting him enter the palace on a crimson carpet, 
which her maids now lay down. Agamemnon, with increasing 
roughness, rejects these Persian adulations as fit for gods, not man. 
Yet he gives way, and marches indoors upon the carpet: to a cry of 
victory from his wife, w'ho begs Zeus answer her prayers. 

The ciders sing of the persistent terror w'hich flints their hearts 
and nerves, even though the departure for Troy is long past and the 
fleet is back^ In health, disease is close : in prosperity.', beware of a 
concealed reef But w'ealth can be saved by timely sacrifice, coining 
like the harvest after famine. Only the dark, unfading stain of blood 
cannot be recalled w'hen Ascicpius gave the dead flesh of Hippolytus 
a second lease of life, Asclepius w as struck down by Zeus, Were not 
events and causes and results divinely ordered, the leader of the 
chorus adds, I should have spoken out; but, as it is, 1 hide my dis^- 
tress within my dumb and smouldering spirit. 

Cassandra is still waiting in the chariot before the entrance. 
Qytemnestra orders her indoors, and herself passes into the palace. 
Cas^dra has not answered her, and remains where she is. But now 
she is suddenly racked by an appalling vision of the house*s doom. 
Gy mg for mercy from Apollo, god of her prophetic art, she sees 
from the past the children’s gobbets of flesh served up by Atreus, 
sire of Agamemnon, for their father Thyestes to cat: 
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Look there, sec what is hovering above the house* 
so small and young* imaged as in the shadow of dreams, 
like children almost* killed by those most dear to them, 
and their hands filled with their oym flesh.. 

Into her brain* then, comes the picture of Qytemnestra: 

King of the ships, who tore up Ilium by the roots, 
what docs he know of this accursed bitch, who licks 
his hand, who fawns on him with lifted ears, who like 
a secret death shall strike the coward’s stroke, nor fail?* 

Cassandra sees how Clytcmnestra will approach her %ictiin, en¬ 
tangle him in a net* and strike* and he will crash to the ground. Her 
vision next ranges back to the sacrifice of Iphigenia, the tragic 
passion of Paris, the sack of Troy, and the seduction by Thyestes of 
Aero|)e, his brother Atreus* wife. And then her thoughts return to 
the slaughtered children, and again to the imminent fate of Agamem¬ 
non himself. Finally, she appeals desperately to Apollo to avert w hat 
she already knows must come—‘her own death at dytemnestm s 
hands. Telling of ‘the third’ who shall avenge his father, and praying 
that her own death too shall be avenged, she goes into the 
palace. 

A scream is heard, and then another. As the elders debate what 
to do, the palace doors open, revealing Qyteronestra standing over 
her victims. Agamemnon lies in a silver bath, wTapped in a heavy 
robe; upon bis body lies Cassandra. The queen is satisfied by what 
she has done. 

Inextricable like a net of fishes 
I cast about him a vicious wealth of raiment* 

And struck him twice, and with two groans he loosed 
His limbs beneath him, and upon him fallen 
1 deal hjm the third blow to the God beneath the earth. 

To the safe keeper of the dead a votiip-e gift. 

And with that he spits his life out where he lies, 

And smartly spouting blood he sprays me with 
The sombre drizzle of bloody dew—and I 
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Rejoice, no less than in God’s gift of rain 

The crops are glad when the ear of com gives birth.* 

The chorus express their loathing of Onemnestra, but she fears no 
threat of an avenger while her lover Aegisthus remains by her side. 
When they bbme Helen, she rejects this; but when they sec the 
workings of an ancestral curse, she agrees. 

You now speak more in wisdom. 

Naming the thrice-gorged Furj- 
That hates and haunts our race.* 

And the elders must despairingly admit that even these horrors 
could not be, if they were not the will of 2^us. 

Now, at the verj’ end, Aegisthus appears. He too recalls how the 
children of Thyestes were set before their father to eat, for they 
were his own brothers. And this is what prompted himself, the 
survivor, to plan the kilhng of Agamemnon. Justice, he asserts, is 
on his side, and the play concludes with a torrent of threats and 
insults directed against the Argive elders. They leave the scene, to 
Clytemnestra’s final words:— 

Pay no heed to this currish howling. You and I, 

Jomt rulers, will enforce due reverence for our throne.^ 


In the Chotphm {Ubation-Bcarm), we are outside the walls of 
Argos. Orestes is standing beside the grave of his father Agamemnon, 
having retted from Phocis with his friend Pylades. Orestes lavs 
a lock of hair on the murdered man’s tomb. But then, seeing his 
sister El<^ approach with a procession, he draws aside. Electra 
and the choms of libarion-bearers-probably captive women brought 
by Ag;^cmnon from Troy—are appeasing the dead; for Qytem- 
nesira has had a horrible dream. 

She woke screaming out of her sleep, shaky with fear 

As torches kindled all about the house, out of 

The blind dark that had been on them, to comfort 
the queen.* 
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She has ordered these libadons to avert disaster. But alJ the water 
m the w'orld, say the chorus^ cannot clean hands stained ^ith 
unrequited blood. 

.\s Electra pours the libations and prays bitterly for vengeance^ 
suddenly she sees the lock, and the strangers'^ footprints, and under¬ 
stands that Orestes has come. He appears, and completes her recog¬ 
nition by producing a robe which Electra remembers having em¬ 
broidered. They rejoice together and pray to Zeus, and Orestes 
reveals an oracle of Apollot shed blood for blood. If this oracle 
be neglected, the price will be plagues, leprous ulcers, maddening 
Furies and banishment. 

Orestes, Electra and the chorus pray for justice and divine aid, 
and the chorus discloses to Orestes what Clytemnestra had dreamt: 
she was suckling a snake w^hich drew' blood from her breast. Orestes 
inteqprcts the snake as himself, and elaborates his plans to murder 
CI>icmncstra and Aegisthus. The chorus sing about the power of 
reckless, blinding passion in w'omen—in Althaea, who was told 
that her son Meleager would live till the brand on the hearth was 
burnt, but then, angered because he slew' her brothers, threw the 
brand into the fire so that he died; Scylla, daughter of Nisus of 
Megara besieged by Minos of Crete—the girl w ho was bribed by a 
golden necklace to puU out of her father’s head the immortal hair 
on which his life depended; and the women of Lemnos who slew 
their husbands through jealousy of Thracian slave-girls. Worst of all, 
they say, is Qytemnestra’s deed. Yet: 

Right^s anvil stands staunch upon the ground, 

And the smith, Destiny, hammers out the sword. 

Delayed in glory, pensive from 

The murk, Vengeance brings home at last 

A child to wijje out the stain of blood shed long ago.* 

Orestes, disguised as a stranger from Phods, is now welcomed by 
Clytemnestra and gives her a message that he himself is dead. She 
receives this with assumed grief and, as he is conducted into the 
palace to be entertained, goes to tell Aegisthus and their friends— 
Tor we have many’. An old nurse, whom the queen has sent to fetch 
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Aegisthus, appears on the stage and laments, abusing Aegisthus 
and recalling the childhood of Orestes. Reassuring her with dark 
hints, the chorus urge her to see that Aegisthus comes alone; and 
they pray that Zeus, Apollo and Hermes will guide and assist the 
plotters. 

For things done in time past 

Wash out the blood in fair-spoken verdict. 

Let the old murder in 
The house breed no more ... 

Be not fear-struck when your turn comes in the action, 
But with a great cry ‘Father’, 

WTien she cries ‘Child* to you. 

Go on through with the innocent murder.*® 

Appearing for a moment in response to the summons, Aegisthus, 
after a contemptuous reference to female incredulity, returns to 
the palace so as to interrogate the supposed Phocian traveller. 

Then, from inside, the dying cry of Aeg^isthus is heard. A ser>’ant 
calls for Q)tcmncstra, though 

Her neck is on the razor’s edge 

And ripe for lopping as she did to others before.** 

Confronted by Orestes with his blood-stained sword, she appeals 
to her son for mercy. But in vain: she is driven within to her death. 
The chorus rejoice that justice has saved the house, and as the doors 
open and reveal the two corpses, Orestes displays Agamemnon’s 
bloody robe. 

But now, at the very moment when he is justifying the retribution 
he has inflicted, Orestes is overcome by torments and visions of the 
Furies Gorgon-like, grey-cloaked, their bodies swarming with 
snakes coils. As he rushes away in agony, the chorus anxiously look 
ahead to discern the results of these latest violent deaths in Alreus’ 
house. VN e hold our breath seeking the hopeful word—act of deliver¬ 
ance? Or another death?’ 

The EumenuUs ( Kindly Ones’, page 192) opens at Delphi, before the 
temple of Apollo. The Pythian priestess enters and invokes the 


170 


THE HOUSE OF AGAMEMNON 

powers of the shrine—Earth, Earth’s daughter Themis who once 
ruled the oracle, and Apollo its present ruler; Athene, Dionysus, 
Posidon and Zeus the Supreme Fulfiller. Entering the shrine, 
P)thia rapidly reappears horror-stricken. For she has seen the 
fugitive Otestes taking sanctuary at its sacred stone, and the hideous, 
stinking Furies asleep and snoring round him. 

The priestess returns within, and the curtains open, revealing 
the Temple of Apollo. The god himself, with Hermes, stands beside 
the Furies and Orestes. Promising that his wanderings hounded 
by ‘these ancient, ageless hags, bom for the sake of evil, abhorred 
by men and gods* will eventually end, Apollo directs Orestes to 
supplicate Athene at her own dty of Athens. Hermes leads Orestes 
aw^y. But the ghost of Qjtemnestra appears, and rouses the Furies 
to their duty of revenge. They w’ake to see that their prey has 
departed, and for this they revile Apollo and the ‘younger gods* who 
rule in the place of those who had ruled before. They foretell that 
Orestes shall be struck down by an Avenger; and while they renew 
Fate’s curse upon his branded head, Apollo savagely orders them 
from the temple. 

The encounter at Delphi ends without reconciliation, as the 
Furies threaten Orestes and Apollo promises to help him. Then the 
scene changes to Athens. A long interval has passed, and Orestes, 
hunted far and wide, has come to the sanctuary and statue of 
Athene. But the Furies are soon there too, and they menace him 
savagely and with increasing anger, singing a magic song which will 
bring him within their power. 

Over the beast doomed to the fire 
This is the chant, scaner of wits. 

Frenzy and fear hurting the heart, 

Song of the Furies 

Binding brain and blighting blood 

In its stringless melody. 

He is strong, but we wear him down 
For the blood that is still wet on him ... 
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For wirh a long leap from high 
Above and dead drop of weight 
I bring foot*s force crashing doiAH 
To cut the legs from under even 
The nuiner, and spill him to ruin . , 

Athene appears from her temple. After both Orestes and the Furies 
have ai^pted her arbitration, she states that she will summon 
special judges, who shall judge Orestes and henceforth constitute a 
permanent court for homicide. But the Furies lament that, if justice 
and wholesome terror are set aside, sin will go unscathed and disasters 
follow: parents will soon await the death^trokc at their children’s 
hands. Athene returns, with twelve Athenian citizens as judges, 
arid Apollo brings in Orestes the accused, and speaks for him as 
witricss and advocate. The god asserts, against the arguments of the 
Furies, that the father, not the mother, is a child’s true parent^ and 
that Orestes deed is sanctioned by a PjiJiLan oracle which carries 
the authoritj' of Zeus. 

Athene announces that It is here, on the Hill of that the new 
Athenian court will henceforward be established and will solemnly 
pronounce justice. When she demands the judges’ verdict upon 
Orestes, the votes are e<jual, and she uses her casting vote for his 
acquittal. He offers thanks to Athene and Apollo, and promises 
eternal fnendship between Athens and his own city of .\igos. 
Giving vent to their anger and humiliation, the Furies utter abuse 
against Athens, But when Athene soothes them w ith promises of an 
honourable home in her city, finally they are appeased^ they accept 
her offer, and at her request pray for blessings on the Athenian state, 

bhc, and all present, escort them in procession to their new dwelling- 
place. ® 


2 Druma Chooses Mjfh 

In the ^archaic’ period of their culture, between the age of epic and 
(490-79)1 the distinctive literary achievement of 
the Greeks had ^cn, not yet tragic, but lyric poetty% This was 
written both for singing and for recitation; some odes were designed 
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for solo performances, others—with verse patterns attaining a high 
degree of complejdty—for chorus ► Then, late in the sixth oentur)' at a 
fascinating and explosive time of evolution for the city slates, this 
sort of poetry, in the hands of Simonides of Ceos and others, was 
beginning to change its emphasis from personal topics to social, 
religious and moral isting themes. 

From these beginnings came the genre by which myth took on 
neW' life—Attic tragedy. How the development occurred has been 
endlessly and, in the lack of decisive evidence, inconclusively dis- 
cussed. But there appears to be a basis of truth in Aristotle’s state¬ 
ment that tragedy evolved in the hands of those w'ho led songs of 
rejoicing, accompanied by dances in honour of the god Dionysus^' 
of whom more will be said elsew'here (page 275). In due course 
someone was made to respond to the chorus, dramatizing an incident 
in ihe stor)',^* and a play w'as on the way to being born. *Tragoedia’ 
means goat-song; these early chants began to incorporate a rudi¬ 
mentary dramatic action, in w^hich initially a goat, the animal sacred 
to Dionysus and held to represent him, was tom to pieces in imitation 
of the rending of animals w'hicfa formed part of the Dionysiac orgies 
(page 282). Aristotle ascribes tragedy to a 'satyr-like’ beginning, and 
many vase-paintmgs of the sixth and fifth centuries uc show 
satyrs—creatures not goat-legged, but with bristly hair, broad noses, 
pointed ears and tails—dancing round Dionysus to the music of 
flute and Lyre. There were also tragi-comic or semi-burlesque 
^satyr plays’, which seem to have been brought by Pratinas from 
Phlius in the Peloponnese in c. 500 BC, It became customary to 
perform these as an appendage to the main tragic perforitiances at 
Athens, Euripides’ Cychps is the only complete example to survive, 
though we also have most of Sophocles’ hkneutae {The Se&Tehing 
Satyrs), 

Some would go further and attribute the origins of tragedy not 
only to religious songs but to actual ritual (page 158)—perhaps 
seasonal rites of the fertilit}''^od. These rites may have included a 
contest (in which the god was killed to rise again), acted out by 
countrymen wearing their ordinary goatskin cloaks—unless these 
were specially chosen because the goat was a symbol of virility. 
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How ever, in spite of Herodotus’ comparison of Dionysiac ritual to 
that of the Eg>^tian Osiris,we know too little about early GreeL 
religious ceremonies to say whether ritual was the source of tragedy 
or not. WTiat can be said is that traces of the old religious song^form 
remained in the importance of the chorus (page 177), the fewness 
of actors (page 178), the frequent passages of singledine exchanges 
of conversation {stich&mythk). 

Although, with a few remarkable exceptions, Dionysus did not 
provide the them^ of the plays, some of the earliest of them may 
have dealt with his Storys 281)* But in any case the subject- 
matter of tragic drama was at all times closely related to religion. 
Indeed, the ecstatic, maenad nature of the Dionysiac faith left its 
mark by the creation of an urgent, intense, religious spirit absent 
from our own drama. Archilochus of Paras had referred to his senses 
being 'thundered away by wine’« when he led the Imc, and now it 
was the wine^dike intoxicant of spiritual surrender which—to 
yajying extents that wc cannot now" estimate—assisted the actors to 
interpret these plays, and the audiences to participate in their 
performance. They were more understanding audiences than any 
other w'cstera dramatists have known; for this was an epoch in 
which a small and gifted society, with slave-labour to support its 
shared traditions and culture, truly entered into the achievements of 
Its great wTiters and artists* 

The subject-matter of the Athenian pUys dealt with solemn funda¬ 
mental matters concerning the relationship of mankind with the 
^ subjects were mythological. The myths 

handed down from the Homeric and Hcsiodic poems, as well as 
many more besides, had been retold by lyric poets writing in the 
mteryenmg period (though some, such as Ibycus of Rhegium, had 
renoimced such themes). Md now remarkable further deyelopments 
of this myihical material were on the way. The splendour of the 
dramatists culture was far removed from saga, farther still from 
pnmitive memories (though these could still sometimes be detected 
in them): ^gedy is unlike anjihing which developed from the 
myt^ of Polynesia or central Africa. Greek drama was a sophisticated 
symbol of profound, consciously appreciated issues, Uluminating the 
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universal problem through the individuaJ case; just as the sculptors 
and vase-painters of this epoch, employing the same mythological 
rhemes, likewise attained new grandeur^ 

The Atdc playwrights altered and transfigured the myths (as 
Shakespeare made use of Plutarch, the English chronicles, and the 
Italian romances), employing them as a traditional but elastic 
framework which gave the fullest scope for their originality. To 
Greek audiences these myths, although still capable of numerous 
variations (even at the hand^ of a single author), were familiar 
enough to enable much explanation to be saved. The tragedian could 
thcrefoie concentrate on the essence of his task, which was the poetic, 
religious recreation of the past in the present. For the myths were 
the past to the Greeks, were real, and w^ere therefore credible. Indeed 
distance aided contemplation, since although the first great tragedian 
Aeschylus w^as successful with his topical Persae about the battle of 
Salamis, his ri\’al Phrynichus had earned condemnation for a tragedy 
about a painful contemporary' happening, the capture of Miletus by 
the Persians. Universality was more easily attained by the treatment 
of myrhs instead, since they avoided any such concrete situadon 
undetachable from topical events. 

Yet, even in an age in which leading thinkers, with startling 
rapidity, were changing from mylhopocic to radonal atdtudes 
(page no), mythology sdll gave expression to w'hat engrossed or 
troubled people, and continued to provide the subject-matter for the 
great creative dramatists—rather as artists of the fourteenth century 
AD constantly repainted Biblical scenes and gained by doing 
so. Likewise, the Boeotian lyric poet Pindar of this same period 
(51^-438 Bc) interwove in almost all his odes—as an intimate part 
of his thought—some illuminadng myth, in order to add surprise, 
universality and a moral (in tones either urgent or relaxed) to a topical 
occasion. Yet he was a contemporary of Aeschylus, and in spite of 
Ptndar^s lyric achievement it remains generally true that epic and 
tragedy, as creators and recreators of mylh, are, as Jaeger say’s in a 
more general context, ^tw’o huge mountain-chains, connected by an 
unbroken line of foothills*. 

The stages of cragcdy*s development from choral song ore lost. 
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We hear of a ra.mous seventh-century Jyrc-playcr named Arion who 
was the first to compose songs, with a re^Iar metre, in honour of 
Dionysus and to have them performed at Corinth and at neigh^ 
bouring Sicyon, the sixth^century autocrat Oisthencs is said to 
have introduced choral singing in honour of the god* In the middle 
of that century an Attic box has a paindng of a flutist playing to five 
shin-dad youths in tunics* Then, again in Attica, comes the name of 
the first known dramatist, Thespis. It may well have been he who 
converted ‘the answer to the chorus^ ^ 73) into a regular actor 
impersonating a charaCTcr; that is to say, responding to the chorus 
not in a choral metre but in the characxcrisdc Lambic verse-pattem 
of tragic narration, imitating the cadences of speech, which had 
evolved (notably in the hands of the statesman-sage Solon) in 
previous years* This extraneous element tcx>k the form of spoken 
dialogue or monologue Interposed between the choral songs. And by 
thus representing and enacting a version of heroic myth, instead of 
merely singing about it, the new' actor created drama and tragedy. 
Thespis came frotn Icana (on Mount Pentelicon near Athens) where 
there was an old cuh of Dionysus; and he introduced this no%'el 
variety of the choral art-form to Athens. There it wus first given a 
public performance in r. 534 sc, presumably with the support of 
Pisistratus who ruled the state. 

As citizenship and education w'cre extended, drarna rose to 
considerable heights in other cities too, such as Megara and later 
Syracuse. But it w?as at Athens that this art reached its zenith, and in 
the Attic dialect that the Athenian actors spoke—though not the 
chorus, which retained the Ehimc of the Peloponnesc, home of great 
masters of choral lyric* Athens was at a get>graphically focal point, 
accessible to Ionia, Boeotia, the Isthmus and the Pelopoimcse alike* 
The city had been a cultural leader for at least five centuries. Its 
grow'ing power and trade brought wealth; and this wealth was used to 
support elaborate festivals, comprising various sorts of vocal and 
instrumental performance—of which tragedy became the chief. For 
this art in honour of Dionysus was performed at the festival of the 
Great Dionysia in about Alarch of each year, the main expense^— 
the production of a chorus—being met by citizens of means 
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[charfgot}* After programtncs of choral songs by men and boys* 
about three days ivere demoted to the competitive performance of 
tragedies. On each day, probably, were staged four plays by a single 
author: three tragedies and one sanT-play (page 173) or tragt- 
comedy, or maybe four tragedies.* Sometimes the tragedian's four 
plays do not possess any readily identifiable links one with another, 
whereas in other cases there arc close connections, although the 
e\^dence for calling them a ‘tetralogy’ or ‘trilogy’ is of later 
datc« 

The historical development of tragedy explains what to us is one 
of the most unfamiliar features of this mythological drama, the 
prominent place it allows to the chorus and to c^ral odes, ^len 
to our ow n conventional realism, these odes were utilized (in diftereni 
ways) by all the Attic tragedians; the choruses who pronounce them 
all the way from central figures in the pUy to peripheral 
(>bsen.cis. The chorus complements, illustrates, universalizes, or 
dramatically justifies the course of events ; it comments or moralizes 
or mythologizes upon what happens, and opens up the spbim 
dimension of the theme or displays the reaction of public opmion. 
‘It mediates,’ says T. S. Eliot, ‘between the action and the audience. 
It intensifies the action by projecting its emotional consequences, 
so that w'e as the audience see it doubly, by seeing its effect on i^her 
people..., The artistic emotion approximates to the emotion of the 
actual spectator,’ So the twelve, or later fifteen, singers and dancers 
of the chorus played a vital part in the pe^tuation and iransfiguta- 
rion of the myths which was tragedy’s achievement. 

Yet we cannot assess this role of the chorus fully, since we cannot 
reconstruct the musical accompaniment which wp its integral 
constituent and which the Greeks regarded as their greatest a^, 
inseparable from poetrj' and essential to the harmony of speech, 
song and dance w hich made tragedy w hat it was. Less than tw en^ 
more or less fragmentary scores have survived, and of these the only 
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unimstakable settlor of a tragedy is the tattered score of a few lines of 
Euripides^* If more of this music had survived, the tragic treatment 
of mythology would assume a vital new dimension for us; though I 
doubt if this would make the plays more readily accessible to our 
minds^ since alien music comes hard to western cars, as travellers to 
Asia know. Since the Renaissance, how^ever, composers of operas on 
mythological themes have been free to display, according to their own 
talents, their recognition of the all-important role which music must 
have played in the original productions. 

The titles of 525 Greek tragedies are known (at least a quarter of 
the titles, relating to familiar mythiai themes, are used again and 
and of these only 34 plays are preserved complete or almost 
complete. Although we know the names of many playwrights, the 
surviving tragedies are by Aeschylus, Sophocles and Euripides. 
Their plays are short by our standards—shorter than cw'o acts of 
Hamitt but in the scmi-circular theatres audiences of io,ocx> and 
more sat watching and Iktening for seven or eight hours a day. The 
scene, usually simple, was rarely changed (twice, exceptionally, in 
Aeschylus* Eum^idfs), and the chorus seldom left the stage> The 
actors, men or boys (apart from mutes), gradually rose to three in 
number, with a fourth very rarely—only for a brief scene or two at 
the end of the fifth century: the doubling of nine to eleven parts in 
Euripides must have been a strain. Costumes and masks were con¬ 
ventional, stressing the religious awe felt for the strange world that 
Was being enacted; and when Euripides attempted greater realism, 
he was critidzed. 

Poetry depicts the larger passions, and the permanent and 
universal themes enshrined in the myths, more effectively than prose. 
Indeed all the world*s greatest plays, mythological or otherwise, 
have been in poedc language. Poetry rises beyond the limitations of 
the theatrical framew^ork, and gives drama the opportunity to under¬ 
stand and present the great issues of life iu a dimension which neither 
science nor theology' can attain. The methods of the theatre are at 
once suhde and direct, and in the Greek open-air stage and the long 
daily sessions they had to be raised to the highest degree of dramadc 
vividness. Thus in Attic tragedy, although certain unfamiliar 
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conventions such as the chorus seem to us to hold up the action, and 
although inddent and movement are sometimes scarce in comparison 
with the physical activity of an Elizabethan or modem play, there was 
an immense economy and a concentrated, irremediably speeding 
ferodty of thought and meaning. The myths made this possible. 
Much of the action, as the audience knew (page 175), had already 
happened before the play began. This, as Drj'den observed, set 
the audience at the post where the race is to be concluded ; and 
directed their eyes upon the sharply explidt foreground in which 
fundamental problems were presented in the most vigorous and 
concrete form. 

Out of the ninety plays attributed to Aeschylus, and performed from 
c. 499-6 BC until his death in 456, seven have come down to us. We 
have not enough secure dates to draw’ any useful conclusions about 
the chronological development of his art; but his most important 
technical innovation was the introduction of a second actor, which 
created the possibility of a dramatic situation or conflict. Aeschylus is 
also responsible for a new seriousness, a lofty intellectual tone 
conveyed through a densely charged style of massive grandeur and 
stiffly gorgeous, exuberant complexity. For Robert Browning, as 
for others, 

Aeschylus* bronze-throat eagle-bark at blood 

Has somehow spoilt my taste for tw’itterings. 

In veiled, oracular speech, loaded with a multiplidty of daring, 
inventive words and sj’mbols, he mobilized his imaginative power 
to write into the mjths almost incommunicable cosmic and human 
truths. 

One of the most famous of the mythological cycles elaborated by 
the tragedies relates to the gory tale of the House of Pelops and 
Atreus. These stories were located at Argos by Aeschylus, as earlier 
(in the Odyssey) at its neighbour and forerunner Mycenae.^* Perhaps 
the Pelopid tradition echoes a real Mycenaean ruling house, whose 
alleged foreign origin may reflect early immigration from Asia 
Minor. After grim preliminaries in previous generations,** the story 
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compnses six crimes: the seducdoit by Thyestes of Aerope, the wife 
of his brother Aireus; the murder by Atreus of Thyestes* chiJdren 
(whose remains were set before their own father to eat); the abduction 
to Troy, by Faris^ of Helen the wife of Atrens* younger son 
MeneUus; the sacrifice by Agamemnon (Menclaus* brother) of his 
own daughter Iphigenb; the murder of Agamemnon^ on his return 
from Troy, by his wife Qytemnestra and her lover Aegisthus (in the 
quasi-Homcric RftumSy Aegisthus alone was the slayer); and the 
murders of QNtemnestra and Aegisthus by her oflspring Orestes 
and Electra. 

The plays in Agamemnon*s ^logy known as the Oreitm deal 
successivelyj as has been seen, with the death of Agamemnon, the 
deaths of Qytemnestra and Aegisthus, and the termination of the 
blood-feud by dUine intervention. This is the only surviving trilogy 
of any tragedian; it may have been accompanied by a satyr-play 
(page 173) about the wanderings of Menelaus. 

Parts of the story must be very ancient'—the sacrifice of Iphigenia, 
for example, no doubt goes back to times of human sacrifice. The 
Odyssey had held up the fate of Agamemnon as a warning and 
contrast to the desnny of Odysseus, and hinted at the murder of 
Qytemnestra by Orestes.^ But the paucity of references to this 
story' in the two principal Homeric poems shows that Aeschylus was 
too modest if he described his subjects as ^slices from the great 
banquet of Homer’.** The tragic impbeatians of Agamemnon’s 
story are far from Homeric, reflecting rather the religion and 
morality of the guilt-culture (page 1S8) which followed and largely 
superseded the shame-culture of Iliad and Odyssey (page 67). 

From the later seventh century BC onwards, the theme inspired 
artists; sculptural reliefs from the sixth-century Treasury of the 
Heraeum on the river Silerus (Foce da Scle) in south-west Italy 
show Orestes killing Aegisthus, and Qytemnestra forcibly restrained 
—perhaps by Orestes* nurse—from attacking her son. The lyric 
poet Stcsicborus (though transferring the scene to Sparta) introduced 
much of the material subsequently used by Aeschylus, and Pindar 
dwells on the dreadful aytemnestra: 
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That grievous traitress, whose grey bronze 
Made Cassandra, I>ardanid Priam’s child. 

Bear company with Agamemnon’s spirit 
To Acheron*s shadowy shore. 

Pitiless woman. Was it Iphigenia, 

Slain at Euripus far from her land. 

Who stung her to uplift 
The wrath of her heavy hand? 

Or was she broken in to a paramour’s bed-™ 

And the nightly loves 
Turned her mind?” 

The subject-matter of such myths seemed to H. G. WeUs, in The 
New Maehiavelliy *the telling of incomprehensible parricides .,, of 
gods faded beyond sy'mbolism, of that Relentless Law we did not 
believe in for a moment, that no modem western European can 
believe in’. Nevertheless, the Oresteta displays one of the world’s 
outstanding arts in all its glory, presented to a vital, responsive 
community by an idiosyncratic genius of inexhaustible poetic 
versatility and strength, Swinburne described the plays as ’probably 
on the whole the greatest spiritual w'ork of man’. 

j The Cod Who Exacts the Price 

The Agamemnon contains, more than anything else in literature, the 
rumble of approaching doom, the palpably growing darkness of 
prophecy and fear. While through a short, simple series of events^— 
separated by long and superb lyrics—the expected crime approaches 
ever nrarer, suspense is accentuated by the frequent employment of 
dramatic irony. The speakers say things of which the full significance 
is not understood by their hearers, or is not understood by them¬ 
selves but Only by their hearers. Sometimes another character in the 
play imderstands^ more often it is only the audience who grasp these 
meaning^ and who arc by this dramatic irony (page 222) indissolubly 
linked with the myth that is working itself out. 
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But the subject of the OrcitH^ is not ouly the ittyth^ it is the 
pressing theme, drawn out of the myth, that crime must be punished 
fay crime. As Jatcr in French tragedy, w-omen play formidable parts 
—It is hard, after this, to believe that their role in Athenian life ivas 
insignificant. But even Clytemnestra, the only character who appears 
in all three plays, is depicted with a massive simplicity and awful 
grandiloquence which reji^ detailed characterization* With none of 
Lady Macbeth’s repentant horror, she is dominated by a lust for 
vengeance. But she is also caught up in larger forces, and so, at a 
harrowing moment of the play, is Cassandra, entering with terrified, 
hallucinatory foretnowiedge the house of her destruction. The 
Agammnm^ despite lyrical praises of Zeus, ends in utter disaster: 
there is no predictable halt to the chain of bloodshed. 

In the ChQtphoTt the taint deepens, as the myth spells out the 
intolerable burden of the kilLng of a mother* ^et Orestes, lite his 
sister Electra, is more than a killer, since he is the instrument of 
destiny. In his unfalteringly revengeful mind there arc no conflicts, 
though his hardness softens after the repulsive dut>'* This has heea 
called a statuesque, marble play, but the emotional and moral ter^ion 
is sustained, the choral imagery resplendent, and the climax exciring 
and moving. Then, in the Eumsnidfs, a new swerve of the dramatises 
imagination resolves the grim series of myths in the stirring, exalted 
spectacle, not so much of the rule of law or of a new era, but of 
divine light and strength. 

The Aeschylean conception of the supreme power is more definite 
than the gropings of the Hesiodic poems. The forerunners of Zeus 
are again recorded; but that there will be no end to Zeus is more 
explicitly stated* 

Zeus, whoever He is, if this 
Be a name acceptable, 

By this name I will call him. 

There is no one comparable 
When r reckon all of the case 
Excepting Zeus, if ever 1 am to jetdson 
The barren care which clogs my heart.” 
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All that IS done on earth is determined by the will or agents of him 
w hom a more advanced theologian, Xenophanes of Colophon, had 
now called *oiie god, the greatest among gods of men, lihe unto 
mortals neither in form nor in thought’' (cf. page 264).** 

The drama and religion of Aeschylus centre upon Zeus, who is 
overwhelmingly powerful asks Danae, *can I look into the 

mind of Zeus, that abyss w here sight is lost?^*“ Vet his worship did 
not exclude the traditional polnHcism, for he was the blessed lung 
of kings other gods and goddesses reflected aspects of the order 
which stemmed from him. In the Agam^nffri, a Hymn to Zeus 
stands betw'een the omen of the eagle and the hare forecasting a just 
fate for Troy, and the appalling horror of Iphigenia^s sacrifice for 
which payment was now^ being exacted. 

Aeschylus distils in his renderings of the myths the intense 
thought and feeling, and the unsw^en^ing regard for truth, which he 
has devoted to the relationship between gods and men and Co the 
operation of divine laws upon the mortal condition. His gods are 
like the gods of archaic and early classical art, formidably worthy of 
reverence, humanit>' with a shattering difference: like the Apollo 
of the Olympian pediments who stands majestically guiding the 
struggles of men. God^s ptjwer over man’s life may seem crushing, 
although, as Pindar says, it can at times transfigure the human lot. 

Man’s life is a day* WTiat is he? 

What is he not? A shadow in a dream 
Is man: hut when God sheds a brightness. 

Shining light is on earth 
And life is sweet as honey." 

Yet *God bringeth every' end to pass according to his dcs^^es^” for 
^neither by libations nor by sacrifice will you bend the inflexible 
will of the gods’* 

Nevertheless, there is room for some free will in human affairs; 
and the tragedians devoted their talents to assessing and interpreting 
the traditional stories so as to see just how far this free will goes. 
There is still a measure of the Homeric confusion between fate and 
the gods (page 68): even Zeus cannot alter what is ordained®* 
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(page 202), though the last lines of the OrtstAa celebrate the union of 
Zctis and Fate.** Fate i^-as desperately strong; the sixth century 
poet Theognis of Megara had stressed its mighty, almost malevolent 
inscrutability.*’ So docs Pindar—who sornedmes contrasts but 
usually interchanges god and fate—and yet he sees in the potendal- 
ities of human kind some freedom from complete servitude. 

There is one 

race of men, one race of gods. Both have breath 
of life from a single mother; but sundered power 
holds us divided, so that the one is nothing, while for the 
other 

the braTen sky is established their sure citadel forever. 

Yet we have some likeness 

in great intelligence, or strength, to the immortals, 
though w'c know not what the day will bring, what course 
after nightfall 

destiny has written that we must run to the cnd.’^* 

The tragic poets, too, were not so wholly fatalistic as Plato hinted,** 
and were srill some way from Stoic predestination. There may be a 
total pattern, but since w^e have no means of knowing what it is we 
must act according to our own best judgement. 

For Fate plans only in general terms, allowing temporary , individ¬ 
ual aberrations and dilemmas. The individual, it is true, might not 
perceive either the causes or the consequences of his action; tragedy 
is full of outcomes which proved the opposite to what was intended 
(page 224). Yet in most situations man is regarded as free to choose 
what course that action would take—even if it rums out that all he 
can do is to make the best of what befalls him (page 6g). 

For every one good thing, the immortals bestow' on men 

Two evils- Men who arc as children cannot take this 
becomingly; 

But good men do, turning the brightness outward.** 

Homeric endurance is still a noble aim, as it continued to be for the 

* For inddier tnins.kiiaii of thk »e above, page 51. 
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Stoics and Shakespeare too. But Pindar, who wTote those lines, also 
represented Chance as one of the Fates*’—rather before his time in 
this, since Chance w-as the religion of post-classical Greece (page 
227). Accident, indeed, was an ever-present risk, adding to ‘the 
perpetual jar of things’, the gap betw een real and ideal. Within this 
gap occur the crises of mytholog>', moulded by the tragedians to 
illustrate their belief in humanity and fate alike. ‘The absolute 
beginning of tragedy,’ as Schlegel said, ‘is the condition of freedom, 
the absolute end the recognition of necessity.* 

Sometimes, indeed, it seemed that before the di\'ine power humans 
were as flies to wanton boys, that theirs was a tale told by an idiot. 
The archaic sculptors convey these Shakespearean hints in their 
lofty', remote, interpretations of the gods; and Theognis, in pessim¬ 
istic mood, had asked why Zeus v’isited the same fate on good and 
bad alike—the great riddle of moral theology. 

How then can thy wisdom look in so indifferent fashion 
On those whose deeds are evil, and who deal 
righteously? 

Whether a man refrain his heart, or sate his passion 
In works of overweening and iniquity?“ 

Yet a century earlier, following the ideas of divine rewards and 
punishments that were current (page 148), the Spartan poet Aleman 
had foreshadowed Aeschylus by stressing that the thunderbolts of 
Zeus strike not arbitrarily, but in retribution. 

Vengeance is God’s: he will repay. 

Lucky who, without a tear. 

Fills the pattern of one day 
With gaiety.** 

At Athens Solon (r. 640-560), the national leader, reformer and poet 
to whom Aeschylus owed much, had conveyed the same urgent 
message. 

Zeus forever is watching the end, and 
strikes of a sudden ... 
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He docs not, like a mortal, fall in a rage 
over each particular thing, and yet 
it never escapes him all the way when a man has a 
sinful spirit; and always, in the end, 
his judgement is plain.*® 

In the words of the EpistU to the Hebrews^ *It is a fearful thing to 
fall into the hands of the living God.’" 

And what earned this punishment’ Prosperity, success, pride. 
The high peak, says the Aeschylean chorus, is blasted by the eyes of 
Zeus; blessed is a life too low for envy. But Aeschylus refined upon 
t his old ‘touch wood’ idea, and, like Theognis** and Pindar but with 
a new ferocious power, deduced that prosperity brings this fall 
because the prosperous arc so easily led to commit wickedness. 

A man thought the gods deigned not to punish mortals 
who tr am pled down the dclicacy of things 
inviolable. That man was wicked. 

The curse on great daring 
shines clear; it wrings atonement 
from those high hearts that drive to evil, 
from houses blossoming to pride 
and peril.** 

In a changed society, amid the fierce struggles that raged within the 
growing aty-states, the old Homeric self-assertion seemed all too 
liable to Nemesis, the daughter of Night as Hesiod called her—^c 
Arbiter of Events, the Queen of all Causes, who binds men’s pride 
with the indissoluble bonds of fate. To Aeschylus the myths were 
full of Nemesis—retribution upon unrighteous prosperity. His g(^ 
has this in common with the god of Isaiah who had said, I will 
punish... the glory of his high looks. For he saith, ‘By the strength 
of my hand I have done it, and by my wisdom.* ”** 

Men with high looks arc occupied by hubris^ overweening pride 
(page 68). To Greeks, as to Jews and Dostoevsky’s Alyosha 
Karamazov, this brought the madness of a hideous dclurion 
which even in the days of Homeric individualism had potcntl) fused 
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curse* pollution and sin (page 69)-“ The archaic much more than 
the Homeric age was haunted by evil spirits* and this the world 
of demons into which Aeschylus was bom. Qytemnestra* tormented 
by a snake-dream that is a gift to psychoanalysts, sees ate itself as a 
personal fiends** Agamemnon is acutely aware of the danger when 
the grandiose carpet is laid for him to tread on: he knows the risk of 
destruction* yet he is infected and succumbs. A sinful or huhristic 
act, w^batever its motive (it took time for intention to appear 
relevant), taints and must be expiated.*^ Revenge may not come at 
once, but it will come* 

The gods arc crafty: 
they He in ambush 
a long step of time 
to hunt the unholy.** 

The gods put before men the opportunity to sin," and if they give 
way and commit the first sin^® they are helped to their ruin.** 

For gods are jealous of prosperous men. The idea had been voiced, 
in passing, by Calypso in the Odysseyf^^ and is described in the 
Agamemnott as venerable doctrine uttered long ago.*’ But it was 
amid the politico-religious anxieties of the post-Homeric age, with 
its deepening sense of human helplessness, that the jealousy of the 
gods (later denied by Plato**) had become an ever-present oppressive 
threat* Pindar^s crhtcal sjstcm is founded upon it, and the gods of 
Herodotus arc often jealous and disagreeable, for instance in their 
destruction of Croesus.** Among these profound mistrusts, creating 
so great a gulf betw^een gods and men, the heroic self-assertive 
virtues sometimes seemed hazardous and readily tending to hubris* 
It is almost looked, in a frightening new world, as if divine envy 
w'ould come upon all whu followed their own inclinations* Many of 
the lyric poets took refuge in an escapist, hedonistic pessimism* But 
for those who did not withdraw from the struggle there grew' up 
alongside the old self-assertion, not necessarily replacing but counter¬ 
balancing it, the reminders of caution inscribed on Apollo's Delphic 
temple, ^nothing too much' and *know thyselF* Mixleradon is not an 
innate feature of the Greek character, but the dangers and tensions 
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brought by the rapid upsurge of power and prosperity in those 
centuries made it a pressing plea. Many of the myths were employed 
CO illustrate and interpret this moral r above all, ic was reinforced by 
the story of Agamemnon and his house. 

In their gloomiest moments, the tragedians sdli agreed with the 
l>Tic poets who, like Job, had thought it better never to be bom. 

Never to have lived is best, ancient writers say; 

Never to have drawn the breath of life, never to have 
looked into the eye of day; 

The second best*s a gay goodnight, and quickly turn 
away," 

But since we arc here on earth, we had better observe moderation, 
whether we live In an insignificant situation and city (as Phocylidcs 
had recommended) or not. Whatever we do, however, suffering will 
be our lot. And the Agamemnon teaches the hard lesson, illustrated 
also by Solon‘S and Herodotus,^ that it is by suffering that we have 
to learn wisdom. For Zeus, 

Setting us on the road, 

Made this a valid law— 

That men must learn by suffering. 

Drop by drop in sleep upon the heart 
Falls the laborious memory of pain.“ 

The reconciliation of the Eumertides reveals the hidden harmony, 
the ultimate blessing, to which even desperate agony can lead in the 
presence of higher powers. 

But this is not the limit of men^s difficulties, for the pain and sorrow 
of the OresTeta come from a chain of wrongs each leading to another, 
an ancestral curse and pollution. The idea—to which w'e, who deny 
the efficacy of curses, can only with difficulty respond—was again 
inherited from Solon (as well as from Hesiod and the Hittites). 

One man has to pay at once, one later, while others 
altogether escape overtaking by the gods^ doom; 
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but then it alw'ays comes in afTerdmCt and the innocent 
pay* the sons of the sinners or those bom long 
afterward**'’ 

The ancestral evil takes elfect at every stage of Aeschylus’ storj-j 
fatally corrupting even the beauty of Helen™ 

That which first came to the city of Iliunij 

call it a dream of calm 

and the wind dying, 

the loveliness and luxury of much gold, 

the melting shafts of the eyes’ glances, 

the blossom that breaks the heart with longing. 

But she turned in mid-step of her course to make 

bitter the consummation, 

whirling on Priam’s people 

to blight with her couch and nearness**' 

How far could each successive agent in this catastrophic scries have 
avoided his own contribution to its horrors? G>u 1 d Agamemnon, for 
example, have avoided sacrificing his daughter Iphigenia at Aulls? 
Professor Denys Page says he could not, Professors Fracnkcl and 
Winnington-Ingram say he could* But perhaps the poet himself did 
not intend us to find a clear-cut answ'er to this eternally harrowing 
theological, and human, problem: for the principle of Evil seems to 
be beyond the comprehension of logic. At any rate Aeschylus finds 
that the guilt of fathers inclines children towards guilt, transmitting 
a stain that is both morally and physically infectious. Orestes is 
finally saved by superhuman agencies and so the sequence is, on this 
exceptional occasion, ended* But the rule is otherwise: 

The truth stands ever beside God’s throne 

Eternal: he who has wrought shall pay ^ that is law . .. 

The seed is stiffened to ruin.** 

Bloodshed, particularly, w^s irrevocable: for who can sing spells to 
call it back again?** And the w'orst of all bloodshed was the slaying 
of a close kinsman. 
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Through tcx> much glut of blood drunk by our 
fostering ground 

The vengeful gore U caked and hard^ will not drain 
through» . . 

Swarming infection boils within . . * 

All the world’s waters running in a single drift 

May try to wash blood from the hand 

Of the stained man; they only bring new blood guilt on*” 

The family was a more ancient and stronger unit than the state, and 
the blood-^vengeance of Orestes reflects a ‘heroic’ time before the 
regular courts for homicide had existed* In those days, the biood- 
feud had to be carried on by the senior male of the fimily, as in laws 
of Thuringia of the ninth century AD, and laws of Jaroslav two 
hundred vears later, and a Montenegrin code of not so long ago* 
But w'hv, a century and a half after Athens had solv'ed the blood-feud 
in its courts, did the matter still weigh so heavily upon Aeschylus 
mind? He lived at a time when the state was growmg in strength at 
the expense of the family ^ as today, family solidarity was diminishing. 
So as the city took over many of the family’s responsibilities he 
asserts, in its fiercest form, the family’s ultimate claim which could 
not be ignored or forgotten* 

In the manner of Hesiod’s many personifications of demons and 
powers (page 105), the agents of retribudon were personified by 
Aeschylus as the Furies (Erinyes). These are mentioned from the 
Iluid Onwards^—even the gods were subject to them**—and the 
Odyssey had recorded their curses upon infringements of tribal law 
such as offences against kindred, and particularly against parents 
and eldest bom If the Sun were to overstep his measures, said 
Heraclitus of Ephesus (r. 500 sc),“* the Erinyes, handmaidens of 
Justice, w'ould find him out. Though they are not seen to pursue 
Qytemnestra (whose victims were not her blood-relations), their 
intervention is foreshadow'ed in the Agamtmnon. 

There is something cowled in the night 
That I anxiously wait to hear. 
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For the gods are not blind to the 
Murders of many/’ 

In the Eumenidfs (meaning the ^gradoos' or *kindly^ goddesses, a 
euphemism for the Erinyes), their appearance is accompanied by 
every circumstance of horror— 

chUdren grey with years. 

With whom no god consorts, nor man nor beast, 

Abhorred alike in heaven and on earth, 

For evil bom, even as the darkness where 
They dwell is evil, the abyss of Tartarus 

WTiether or not the Furies were, as some say, a survival of tribal 
beliefs in ancestral ghosts, they seemed a hideous, truculent reality 
justifying desperate tenor. Interested not in motives—moral 
consdousness, accident, or force majeure —but only in the deed, they 
belonged to the primitive, infernal powers lurking within the earth. 
This was the place of the dead; but he who died by violence (as many 
die by violence in Greek tragedy) did not rest beneath the soil, and 
his spirit demanded vengeance, which the Erinyes, or hh Erinyes, 
secured for him. Their appearance in the Eamenidei points a dramatic 
contrast, the deepest contrast in Greek religion, between these black, 
bleary-cyed, snorting demons of the earth and the brilliant religion 
of Olympus. 

Aeschylus brings the two forces into audacious collision. The 
Furies are open and savage in their abuse of Apollo the puriher 
(page 137), who has stolen away the godless matricide from the 
andent powers. 

The cxecudoner's cutting whip Is mine to fed 
and the weight of pain is big, heavy to bear. 

Such are the actions of the younger gods. These hold 
by unconditional force, beyond all right, a throne 
that runs reeking blood, 
blood at the feet, blood at the head. 
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The very stone» ceatre &f earth, here in our eyes horrible 
with blood and curse stands plain to see.^ 

Apollo replies to them vtith a violence that may be latent, but is no: 
visible, in the sculptured serenity vith which he calms Centaurs and 
Lapiths on the pediment of Zeus' temple at Olympia. Get out, he 
says: 

else you may feci the flash and bite of a flying snake 
launched from the tw'isted thong of gold that spans my bow, 
to make you in your pain spew out the black and foaming 
blood of men, vomit the clots sucked from their veins. 

This house is no right place for such as you to cling 
upon; but where, by judgement given, heads are lopped 
and eyes gouged out, throats cut, and by the spoQ of sex 
the glory of young boys is defeated, where murilation 
lives, and stoning, and the long moan of tortured men 
spiked underneath the spine and stuck on pales.’* 

There would seem no hope of reconciliation here. Yet by Apollo's 
direction Athene intervenes, and the chain of vendetta comes to an 
end. Her argument, in favour of Orestes, is a sophistic manifestation 
of patriarchal societies, now as then. 

The mother is not the parent of the child, 

Only the nurse of what she has conceived . 

The parent is the father, who commits 
His seed to her, a stranger, to be held 
With God's help in safekeeping.” 

However, Athene's decision is not just a blow for the rather un¬ 
attractive Greek cause of male supremacy; it has a deeper national 
signiheanoe as well. Orestes is vindicated by an appeal to patriotic 
feeling. For the court which is given the glory of ending the vendetta 
is the court of the Areopagus, the Athenian Hill of Arcs, going back 
to the days of the ancient monarchy.” 

In 462-1 BC, some three or four years before the Omteia was 
first performed, the statesmen of Athens, curtailing the powers of 
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this historic court, had recognized as its proper task the application 
of the code of homicide to which in the past it had contributed much. 
But what Aeschylus is ready saying is that the court's authorit>' and 
wisdom mirror the authority and wisdom of Athens, embodied in 
the establishment of a sj'stcm of justice dependent on equity; and 
that those institutions of Athens* in their turn, mirror the dispensa¬ 
tions of heaven. This is, indeed, a patriotic twist such as every eit)' 
tried to give to the traditional mythology. But none so effectively as 
Athens—whose cidzen Phcrccj'des, for example, ransacked the 
myths, in this same century, to find divine origins for famous 
Athenian families. 

And so, doubtless amid popular applause, the cumulative tensions 
are resolved, at the end of the Eumcnides^ in the peace and goodwill 
of the Panathcnaic Festival. In this strange cross betw^een a festivity 
and a trial, which seems to our diHerent minds something of an 
anticlimax after the appalling magnificence of the preceding plays, 
the ancestral curse is miraculously repudiated, as Ezekiel repudiated 
it in Israel. But how* amid such an apparently irreconcilable conflict 
of moral obligations, could this come about? The Olmpians win, 
yet it IS conceded that the Furies are the agents of Zeus' justice; the 
light triumphs, but the principle that the doer must Icam by suffering 
is not dead. Force is modified by persuasion, and the Furies at last 
agree to be reconciled. Unlocolizcd before, they arc now, without 
losing their functions, to be transformed into the Reverent Goddesses 
(Semnai Theai): who were venerated in a cave beneath the Hill of 
xArcs, just as the kindred (or synonymous) kindly Eumenides were 
worshipped, not only in parts of the Pebponnese, but also at 
Athenian Colonus near by (page 236). 

A solution had seemed impossible; but nothing was imptKsible 
for the gods. And with their help, nothing seemed impossible for 
the rising democracy of Athens. 

4 Tq O'NtiUy Eiht attJ Sartrf 

The house of Agamemnon continued to fascinate Athenian drama¬ 
tists. Sophocles wrote of Atreus and Thyestes, and aUo unlike 
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x-^cschylus gave a grim prominence to Orestes^ sister, ELectra, who* irv 
his play named after her, needs her brother’s help but displays a 
fearful piety of vengeance. 

House of the Death God* house of Persephone, 

Hermes of the Underworld, holy Curse, 

Furies the Dread Ones* children of the gods, 
all ye who look upon those who die unjustly, 
all ye who look upon the theft of a wife’s love, 
come all and Kelp take vengeance for my father, 
for my father’s murder! 

And send me my brother to my aid. 

For alone to bear the burden i am no longer strong 
enough, 

the burden of the grief that weighs against me.'’* 

Yet Sophocles enables Qytemnestra, also, to state her case. She 
appeals TO Electra as the sister of Iphigenia, stressing, in contrast to 
Athene in the EumtntdtSy the cares and sorrows of motherhood. 

For this your father whom you always mourn, 
alone of all the Greeks, had the brutality 
to sacrifice your sister to the gods, 
although he had not toiled for her as 1 did, 
the mother that bore her, he the begetter only*” 

But the appeal was in vain beside the claims of hlial vengeance* 

In Euripides’ play Iphlgmia in TaufiSt and probably in his 
Iphigmia. in AuUs coo, the maiden was miraculously saved from the 
sacrifice—just as there was an alternative version of her aunt Helen’s 
fortunes {|page 49). But his Orestei and Electra^ whatever their 
chronological relation to Sophocles’ Electra, are painful studies of 
tragic waste and miser)'. The Furies appear in traditional guise, 
revelling in their vengeance.” Yet there comes also a suggestion, 
characteristic of a new and psychologicaily minded age (page 261), 
that the Erinyes arc a subjective haUucLnation in the mind of 
Orestes," who thus foreshadows Ibsen’s enactment of the terrible 
effects of delusions. But the Euripidean Orestes is a deranged, in- 
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human prig. In the EUctra he and his fanatically devoted sister are 
warped by brooding and agonized by remorse. Even the murder of 
Aegisthus is a bloody horror, with no resemblance to a glorious 
deed. \Miile his head was bent over the sacrifice, 

Your brother stretched up, balanced on the balls his feet, 
and smashed a blow to his spine. The vertebrae of his back 
broke. Head down, his whole body convulsed, he gasped 
to breathe, ^xithed with a high scream, and died in his blood.^ 


And Cl>'temnestra holds forth with a sinister, sordid logic. 

Oh, women are fools for sex, deny it I shall not. 

Since this is in our nature, when our husbands choose 
to despise the bed they have, a woman is quite willing 
to imitate her man and find another friend. 

But then the dirty gossip puts us in the spotlight; 
the guilty ones, the men, are never blamed at all. 

If Menclaus had been raped from home on the sly, 
should I have had to kill Orestes so my sister*s 
husband could be rescued? You think your father would 
have borne it? He would have killed me .. 

1 am not so happy 

either, child, with what I have done or with myself. 

How poorly you look. Have you not washed? Your 
clothes are bad. 

I suppose you just got up from bed and giving birth? 

O god, how miserably my plans have all turned out. 

Perhaps I drove my hate too hard against my husband.*^ 

One of Euripides* motives is to show just why mother-murder is 
an even more intolerable deed than the other gory happenings. 

In Roman times the most famous work of the Augustan dramatist 
Varius was his Thyestes^ much praised** but now lost. Seneca 
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(as well as composing a frigid Agafttemnon) wtoCc a gruesome ThyateSy 
foreshadowing Renaissance and Elizabethan melodrama by the 
introduction of Thyestes* ghost. With greater restraint than the 
Elizabethans, Crebillon, in his Atrie et ThyesU (1707)* avoids murder 
on the stage by showing an actor draining a goblet of blood; and 
Volttire, in his Orcste (1750), tones down matricide, the faul blow' 
being intended for Aegisthus—Qytemnestra dies in his defence. 

There was also continuous interest in the story of Iphigcnia. 
Racine’s IphighU (1647) shows how this ‘ardent, passionate idealist*, 
as I>ostoc\’sky called the plaj'wright, excelled at intimate portrajals 
of classical mj'th—<hc best known French renderings of these 
themes, and therefore a model for modem French dramatists using 
similar subjects. Then Gluck’s Iphigcnia in TauriSy based on an 
eighteenth-century version of Euripides’ play, impressively illustrates 
his novel employment of the operatic medium to illustrate such 
themes (page 322). As regards the alternative version according to 
which Iphigenia was sacrificed, there is a fantastic contrast between 
the almost unendurable pathos of Aeschylus and the fashionable 
elegance of the same scene on Tiepolo’s masterpiece (f. 175 ?) ^ 
Homer Room of the Villa Vilmarana at Vicenza. The contrast 
underlines the obliqueness with which the inspiration of classical 
mythology operates; for Tiepolo’s un-Aeschylean scene recalls the 
saying of George Moore that ‘the eighteenth century is only woman 
... no servile archaeology chills the fancy; and this treatment of 
antiquity is the highest proof of its genius’. Besides, there was 
rationalism as well as woman in the eighteenth century; and the 
period was, on the whole, too lucid and orderly to understand 
tragedy. Yet Goethe reverenced Aeschylus’ Agamemnon as if it were 
divine, and found in its pages the keystone of all ethical and aesthetic 
inquiry, piarticularly regarding the relation of moral to tragic guilt. 

Early in our owm century, the Athenians rioted in their streets when 
an effort was made to stage the Ofcstcia in a modem translation. 
Since then, several w-riters and dramatists have used the myth as a 
catalyst for their statements about life. The disastrous labyrinths 
of error in the writings of Faulkner are Aeschylean; and Eugene 
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O’Nciirs Mourning becomes Electra (1931) takes over the family 
relationships, many incidents, and some of the moral dilemmas of 
Aeschylus, restating them in terms of nineteenth-century New 
England. There is more emphasis on sexiul repres^on and less on the 
greater religious issues. As O’Neill himself remarked, we have no 
gods or heroes, but *we have the sub-consdous, the mother of all 
gods and heroes’. 

So the play is Freudian Vienna as well as ancient Greece. The 
mansion’s temple portico—of Athenian but also federal American 
st)'lc—is like a Hncongruous white mask’, fastened upon the house 
to hide its sombre grey ugliness. The daughter, Ladnia-Electra 
(who dominates the action) is fixated on her father, and loves her 
mother’s lover. The mother, Christine-Qytemnestra, is told she can 
live, but kills herself. Her son, Orin-Orestes, is devoted to her and 
therefore all the readier to kill her lover. In the third play, there is no 
reprieve; Grin’s remorse drives him to suicide, and his sister lets him 
die. O’Neill’s adherence to the Oresteia as a model goes so far as 
adopting the same shape of a trilogy: the three plays are called, 
‘Homecoming’, ‘The Hunted’, and ‘The Haunted’. A rudimentary 
chorus of townspeople appears at the beginning of each play. Unlike 
Anouilh who uses classical myth as the framework for stories which 
he in any case felt impelled to tell, O’Neil seems to have started with 
the myth and then composed a story which would fit into its classical 
frame. Mourning Becomes ElectrUy with its closed situation and 
sternly simple dramatic structure, is the most deliberate attempt in 
the twentieth century to write tragedy of the traditional kind. 

Of New England stock also is T. S. Eliot, who again, but this time 
in poetic prose, employs Aeschylean myth to present a profounder 
vision than naturalism can provide. After mythological foreshadow- 
ings in earlier poems, his plays, although they incorporate more 
action and a modem concept of climax, ow’c much of their form to 
Greek tragedies. Episodes, including such classical devices as the 
messenger, are linked by a full reinstated chorus. Ranging between 
bafflement and involvement, this is Aeschylean in its relation to 
events; although, in secular terms, it obliquely states Christian 
values. In partly romantic, partly realistic settings, Eliot retells the 
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story of the Orestcia. Murder in the Cathedral (i 935 ) ^ 
Agamemnon^ Family Reunion (1939) echoes the Choephori. This latter 
play also takes from the Eumenides the transformation of the Furies 
from Erinyes to Kindly Ones. But they are the promptings of 
conscience, instruments of divine grace, and the curse upon the 
House of Monchensey is no longer the ancestral blood-feud but the 
mark of Gun that murderously impels humanity. 

In France, the Furies in the Electra of Giraudoux (page 60) are 
seen first as singularly disagreeable children and then as even more 
disagreeable young women. Sartre, too, employs the mjlh of the 
Oresteia^ in first play The Flies^ for a questioning of traditional 
morality. Blood-guilty Argos is infested with the Furies in the form 
of monstrous black blood-sucking blow-flies. They annoy and terrify, 
but with energy and decision one could survive their unpleasantness. 
The same is true of the rule of Aegisthus and Qytemnestra: in this 
war-time play (1943)} Aegisthus stands for the Occup>ing Power, 
and Qjlcmnestra for collaborators. The Argive people are enslaved 
by superstition and habit, but the crisis turns Orestes into an 
authentic man who consciously assumes the responsibility and 
consequences of an act which convention denounces. The gods are 
not just, and redemption is not by Christian sanctity but by action— 
even action that seems criminal and brings with it isolation from the 
rest of one’s kind. Man has to choose, each moment, how to see the 
world, and has to bear his own acts upon his shoulders. 

.M>’thology no doubt helped to get the play past the censor. But 
in addition mythology alone, said Sartre, could supply a horrible 
enough action to provide an acceptable crisis; and the classical 
obsession with fate helped to bring out his idea of freedom. Men are 
free, observes an ironic, derisive Zeus, and they do not know it. 
They can save themselves by just refusing to let self-condemnation 
torment them—and so Orestes walks out at the end untouched. 
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I The Story of the PROMETHEUS BOUND Told by Aeschylus 

XHESCENEisa far-off rocky mountain-top. Power and Violence 
enter, dragging Prometheus. At the bidding of Power, Hephaestus, 
who follows them, reluctantly rivets Prometheus to the rock because 
of his kindness to the human race, and tells him that no man yet 
bom shall set him free. Prometheus calls upon the sk>’, the winds 
and streams, upon Earth the mother of all life, and upon the all- 
seeing Sun, to behold the miseries that gods are inflicting on a god. 
Where will deliverance come? But then he corrects himself. 

Yet what is this I say? I know what is coming, 
all of it exactly, and not a single evil can 
reach me unforeseen, and I must bear the fate 
allotted to me as best I may, because I know 
one cannot fight with the power of Necessity ... 

For I am he who sought the stolen fount of fire, 
stored in a stalk, which proved to be the teacher of 
all kind of craft to mortals and their great resource. 

This was the sin for which 1 pay the punishment 
nailed hard and fast in chains beneath the open sky.* 

The chorus, daughters of Oceanus, approach in a winged ship or 
chariot, and join in his lamentations, ^us, they assure him, will not 
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relent until either his passion is sated, or he is overthro^Ti by a plot. 
But Prometheus discloses to them that one day Zeus will need his 
help, for Prometheus know^ a secret which could cause the king of 
heaven’s downfall. And though the women are afraid since they find 
h is w’ords too free, he goes on to foretell that a pact of friendship 
between Zeus and himself will one day begin. 

Next he describes how his present evils have come about. In the 
wars between Cronus and his son Zeus, Prometheus himself and 
his mother Themis or Earth, of one form but many names, had stood 
beside Zeus and advised him—^because cunning and ingenuity', not 
violence, were bound to prevail. Their only reward had been 
suspicion, the disease inherent in a t\Tant’s soul. Then, says 
Prometheus, 2 ^eus had distributed among the gods their \’anous 
dignities. Yet he had given nothing to men, whom, on the contrary, 
he had planned to destroy utterly if Prometheus had not opposed 
him. Nor was this, he tells, his sole intcr\'ention in favour of mankind, 
for he gave them not only fire, the means of mastering many crafts, 
but hope as well. 

As Prometheus promises to disclose what is still hidden in the 
future, Oceanus, riding in upon a winged beast, asks w'hat help he 
can offer. But Prometheus bitterly charges him with coming only to 
gaze. Oceanus counsels submission, and offers to intercede. 

.Meanwhile, keep quiet. 

Don’t rage and storm. You arc intelligent: full wx!! 

You know that punishment falls on the unruly tongue.* 

Prometheus, howxvcr, recalling the sufferings of others at the hand 
of Zeus—of his own brother Atlas, of hundred-headed T>T)hon 
crushed beneath Etna—bids Oceanus leave him and not risk his 
safety. As Oceanus goes, his daughters sing of the power of Zeus, 
imposed by self-invented laws, over the gods of the past; and they 
grieve for Prometheus and his brother Atlas. 

Prometheus now describes the gifts he gave the human race. 

They were like 

the shapes we sec in dreams, and all through their long life 
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they mingled all things aimlessly ... 
dll I revealed to them 

the risings of the stars and settings hard to judge. 

And then I found for them the art of using numbers, 
that master science, and arrangement of letters, 
and a discursive memor>', a skill to be 
mother of Muses. I was hrst to bring the beasts 
to serve under the yoke and saddle, that they might 
take on themselves the greatest burdens of mortals. 

And it was 1 who brought and made them love the rein, 
horses to chariot, the pride of lordly wealth. 

And no one else but 1 discovered for sailors 
the sea-wandering vessels with their canvas wings.* 

He himself, he laments, lacks even one trick to win freedom from 
his own agony. Yet he had also given mankind healing herbs, and 
the power of prophecy, and the interpretation of dreams and of 
bird-flights and entrails, and the discovery of bronze, iron, silver 
and gold hidden deep in the earth. But all this is of little avail to 
him— 

My lot 

Is to iRrin freedom only after countless pains. 

Cunning is feebleness beside Necessity. 
chorus: And whose hand on the helm controls Necessity? 

PRO.METHEus: The three Fates; and the Furies, who forget nothing. 
chorus: Has Zeus less power than they? 

pRO.vfETHEUS: He cannot fly from Fate.* 

The chorus respond wlh a prayer that they may ne>’er be remiss in 
worshipping and sacrificing to the gods; and they point to the feeble 
infinnity of men, creatures of a day whom Prometheus, once a 
happy bridegroom for their sister Hesione, has so disastrously tried 
to help. 

Now lo enters, wearing horns to symbolize her transformation 
into a heifer, and screaming in pain and terror. She is tormented by 
the stings of a gadfly and by the ghost of the many-eyed herdsman 
Argus, for she has incurred the anger of Hera by being the object 
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of Zeus’ lust. Prometheus, angered at this new story of Zeus’ t>Tanny, 
foretells her endless w-anderings. But he asserts also that Zeus will 
meet his doom—by many'ing one who would bear him a son more 
powerful than his father—unless he is helped by Prometheus him¬ 
self, whom a descendant of lo Hill free. As he tells her of her destined 
relief and settlement in Egypt, she interrupts with a sav’age cry of 
pain, and as madness comes upon her again, rushes an’ay. 

The daughters of Oceanus see in her plight a reason for not marry¬ 
ing above one’s station, and when Prometheus again threatens Zeus 
with catastrophe, they urge him to speak humbly, in fear of 
Nemesis. But Hermes the messenger of the gods, who now ‘enters, 
is assailed by Prometheus as ‘the new tyTant’s servant and lackey’. 
Hermes conveys a demand from Zeus that Prometheus should tell 
him with whom shall be this marriage, that will unseat the king of 
the gods. Amid mutual altercations, the demand is refused. Accord- 
ingly, Hermes declares the decision of Zeus: he will split the rock 
Hith lightning, entomb Prometheus in its midst, and send an eagle 
all day long to feast upon his liver, gnawing it black. Prometheus 
will have no release until a god be found who will take his pains upon 
himself, and of his own free will descend into dark Tartarus. 

Rejecting the women’s plea that he should submit, Prometheus 
remains defiant. Yet they deade to stay with him, come w'hat may, 
and they too come under the lash of Hermes* tongue. 

Remember then my warning before the act. 

WTien you are trapped by ruin don’t blame fortune: 
don’t say that Zeus has brought you to calamity 
that you could not foresee. 

,.. your own want of good sense 
has tangled you in the net of ruin, past 
all hope of rescue.* 

And so the play ends in cataclysm. Amid thunder, lightning and 
earthquake, Prometheus cries out to his holy mother Earth, and to 
the Sky, to witness his wrongs; and with the daughters of Oceanus 
he sinks from view. 
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2 The Resistance Hero 

The chorus, though its part is unusually short for Aeschylus, reflects 
in a novel way the pitiful contemplation of the audience itself: *thus 
I have learnt from gazing on your ruinous fate*.* The scenic efiects 
of the Prometheus Bound were strange. The maidens arrived in 
ringed vehicles, and the fallen Prometheus around whom they 
grouped themselves w*as perhaps represented by some artificial 
figure, from behind which the actor spoke. Aspects of the play may 
have been suggested to Aeschylus during one of two visits to Sicily 
(perhaps the second, before he died there in 456), both by local 
tyrannies and by the sight of Mount Etna and the story of the giant 
imprisoned beneath it—‘the rebel o’erthrown* of Matthew Arnold’s 
Empedocles on Etna: 

Through whose heart Etna drives her roots of stone, 

To imbed them in the sea. 

With such con\'ulsions in mind, Aeschylus introduced weird and 
spectacular devices. The pby opened with the clang of hammers 
upon chains, as Prometheus was riveted to the rock; at the end some 
means must have been found to portray his envelopment in a general 
convulsion of nature. Aeschylus and his collaborators were alive to 
such opportunities—the same dramatist’s Suppliants contained 
movements of tens or even hundreds of noisy exotic figures. 

The stoiy' of Prometheus was already an old one. Different parts of 
the m)th had appeared in the two main Hesiodic poems, the Works 
and Days and Theogony (page 124). Aeschylus’ play is the only 
extant tragedy based upon those works. His version is misleading 
unless it is realized that a sequel followed, the Prometheus Unbound^ 
in which Prometheus was rescued by Heracles, who killed the eagle; 
but of this work only fragments have survived. \STiether another lost 
play Prometheus the Fire Bringery one of the satyr-dramas often 
written as an appendage to tragedies (page 173), belongs to the same 
cycle or not is disputed. 

In view of these losses and uncertamties, it is difficult for us to 
grasp the whole picture as Aeschylus intended us to see it. But we 
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know how and why Zeus relented sufficiently to enable Prometheus 
to be released. 

All tortured though 1 am, 

fast fettered here, 

he shall have need of me, the lord of heaven, 

to show to him the strange design 

by which he shall be stripped of throne and sceptre. 

But he will never win me over 
with honeyed spell of soft, persuading words, 
nor will I ever cower beneath his threats 
to tell him what he seeks. 

First he must free me from this savage prison 
and pay for all my pain.^ 

This is explained by a story told by Pindar,* that Zeus (as well as 
his brother Posidon) had been a suitor for Nercus’ daughter Thetis, 
but abandoned his pursuit of her when Themis (Prometheus* 
mother—the Elarth—in Aeschylus, and giver of his prophetic powers) 
foretold that she would bear a son stronger than his father. Evidently 
in the lost sequel Prometheus purchased release by revealing this 
secret: he was exchanged w'ith the centaur Chiron, who longed for 
death (to relieve his incurable wound at the hand of Heracles) and 
offered himself to Zeus as substitute for Prometheus,* and thus took 
his pains upon himself, and willingly descended to Tartarus. And 
so Heracles, descendant of lo, freed Prometheus. This is a deal with 
the gods, like the outcome of the Eumenidts. 

Did the Prometheus Unbound show a reformed, changed Zeus, 
whose charaaer had developed from raw young t)Tant to mature 
constitutional ruler—rather as the government of Athens could be 
passing from aggressive young democrac)' to maturit)? The fact 
is rather that the gods have two faces. Both are inscrutable, but 
whereas one is appalling, the other enables people to survive: like 
the statue of Apollo at Delos, with a bow in one hand and statues of 
the three Graces in the other. Matters turned out strangely, but at 
least Zeus, without sacrificing any of his violent might, decided to 
help Heracles^® and let moderation prevail, though his reason for 
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doing so is disconcerting enough to \^Teck any sentimental conception 
of deity. Even 2 ^us cannot escape Fate (pages 184,202),“ yet he will 
exercise his own power to end the oppression,^* and to that extent 
Prometheus* splendid sin has produced a change (as seemed possible 
to Greeks) in God himself. 

The human mind could not tolerate the alternative to eventual 
release. Even the Book of Job (whether it is earlier or later than 
Aeschylus is unknown) has an abrupt happy ending—since the 
heavenly kingdom was the due of all who righteously observed the 
Law. So on Ass>Tian tablets Marduk inter\enes to restore the 
utterly fetched Righteous Sufferer}* But Prometheus—like 
Jeremiah'* but unlike the Righteous Sufferer, Job,'* and Euripides* 
//ipipo/y/tti'*—knows why he has caused the divine wrath; and it comes 
from a supreme deity as terrifying and startling as anything in 
either Greek or Jewish tradition, lo is allowed to paint a dreadful 
picture of the god, and well may Hermes say, in reply to Prometheus* 
groan, * “Alas**? That is a word unknown to Zeus.* 

Zeus had planned, but for Prometheus, to destroy the whole 
human race—as the Hesiodic Zeus had destroyed four successive 
races, one after another (page 126). 

As for long suffering men, he took no care at all; 
indeed his plan was to make the whole of their race 
extina and then to form another race instead. 

Except for me no one opposed his purpose.'* 

It was the destiny of Prometheus to rescue man from ignorance— 
though he had to defraud heaven to do this. In the triumphant spirit 
of the Ionian philosophers, he proclaims the doctrine of human 
progress, terribly hard to attain, yet so different from the crustiness 
of Hesiod. W e cannot be intended to think of Prometheus as wrong. 

Yet to speak of ‘sympathy* for him is perhaps beside the point 
seeing that his enemy is the supreme power. This is ruthless and 
vindictive—at best indifferent—basing its rule, not on moral right 
or superiority', but on personal sanction through conquest (page 131). 
Oceanus* talk ‘reconciliation* is too sentimental and shallow in 
dealing with the grimness of metaphysical power and what it means in 
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human icnns. Nevertheless, Prometheus is strong enough, as we 
are not, to compel or blackmail some concession. He is the culture- 
hero who in many communities is linked or fused—or sometimes 
contrasted—with godhead: not only the intelligence of the hero, but 
also the power of his opponent, has to concede something in the 
end. Moreover, Zeus, although indeed *the paths of his mind extend 
thick and bushy’,** is, after all, special champion of the rights of 
Justice.** She was his daughter according to Hesiod (page 102), 
and she had sided with him against his father. 

However, despite the Hynm to Zeus in the Agamemnon^ he docs 
not look like an obvious champion of goodness. A glance at the world 
seemed enough to show this: ‘it would be odd,’ as a later writer 
remarked, ‘if anyone were to say he loved Zeus.** Prometheus’ 
defiance was unrealistic; like the Trickster of the Winnebago 
Indians (except that Prometheus, unlike such Tricksters, is dis¬ 
interested), his cunning overreaches itself. How should the supreme 
power be expected to show softness to such an enemy? Besides, 
perhaps Zeus when he proposed to destroy the human race had 
intended to create something better!—perhaps it was Prometheus’ 
fault that he did not. But the mystery is too great for there to be any 
solution on a logical or intellectual plane. The Prometheus of 
.\eschylus was the noble conception of a mind and a community' 
that had seen and honoured Harmodius and Aristogiton, killers 
for freedom’s sake of Hipparchus, the son of PIsistratus. Yet Prome¬ 
theus is WTong to say that he himself will triumph ‘in spite oP 
Zeus.** Zeus had not alw’ays been there, but he had broken the c}'cle 
of rise and fall, and he has come to stay; and Prometheus is again 
wrong to hint that this is not so.** His defiance seeks apparent 
justice, but at the expense of something higher—and bleaker 
and more incomprehensible. 

Later, however, this defiance must somehow have been transmuted 
into a voluntar)' revelation of his secret.** It is by such means, 
possible not for ordinary humans but for him who is at and beyond 
humanity’s culmination, that intelligence painfully coalesces with 
the divine might into a cosmic order where there is room, precarious 
room, for human striving. At least the violent, impervious Zeus of 
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Aeschylus left no place for the low-^nde religion which makes 
relations with the divine power of God into a romandc moralizing 
tale, with a conventional, reassuring profit and loss account. 

The agent of Zeus, Hermes, shows the tw'o faces of divinity. He 
is a snarling, abusive lackey of the boss, remote from the affectionate 
smiling disrespect of the fourth Homeric Hymn dedicated to him, 
w^hich Shelley translated—‘a miracle-play written by Congreve^ it 
has been called. Far, too, is the Aeschylean Hermes from that god’s 
guidance of the living in the Ukd^ and of the dead b the Odyssey^ 
where he is the god’s messenger, but in no such unpleasant guise as 
this* Hermes is generally the clever, non-moral, dieu Tzigane— 
another aspect of the Trickster—who presldmg over the mischief 
of the primitive animals he rules, turns this into the patronage of 
trickery m the common man. But he is not that here. Infinitely far, 
agab, from the vituperator of Prometheus Is A. £. Housman’s dmne 
Hermes Vith lips that brim with laughter’* There was no knowing 
which face a god w^ould wear. 

Writing a century later than Aeschylus, Plato, for all his hostilit)^ to 
degrading traditional tales, “ told poetic myths to convey difficult 
truths beyond the range of the logical process’^ (as Arnold Toynbee 
has endeavoured to do in our owti day). PlatO' makes the sophist, 
or learned popular philosopher, Protagoras retell the Prometheus 
story yet agam.” This time it reflects an evoludonary^ theory of 
human society* Partly based on Ionian philosophy and partly 
new'—though W'hether the novelty' comes from Plato or Protagoras 
we cannot tell—the Platonic version claims the teachability of 
virtue, and demonstrates the importance of law in human progress. 
The credit for this progress, however, is transferred from Prome¬ 
theus, now in a subordinate role, to a fixed and stable Zeus. Plato, 
then, is in a minority among those fascinated by Prometheus, b 
that he gives the story a conservative bstcad of a revolutionary 
bterpreudon. 

Men of most other times have seen b Prometheus a representative 
of human kbd and its strugglbg spirit, and b Aeschylus’ play 
(necessarily considered without its sequel) they have found one of 
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the archetypal mjths most applicable to man’s destiny. The theme 
is linked not only with Job but with the crucified Christ, whom 
Tertullian saw as the ‘true Prometheus’: in Prometheus’ agonies, 
the Fathers saw a mystical s)'mbol of the Passion. The Renaissance 
was divided about him: Marsilio Ficino (d. 1499) treated him as 
the microcosm of man at his fullest development, Michelangelo drew* 
him gnawed by an eagle and crucified on an enormous oak, and 
Ronsard (d. 1585) saw him, in medieval fashion, as a learned dis¬ 
guise for the sin of .'Vdam. Prometheus then becomes the model for 
Milton’s Samson—and above all of his Satan, who is as magnificent 
as the Greek hero, but less sympathetic. 

The story, as Francis Bacon (page 423) said, ‘demonstrateth and 
presseth many grave and true speculations’. Furthermore, in the 
age of Rousseau and of the revolutionaries who followed, men also 
dwelt on ancient stories—not told by Hesiod or Aeschylus—that 
Prometheus, like the Archangel Michael forming Adam from dust, 
was the creator of mankind: his material the clay and water of 
Panopeus in Phocis (into which Athene breathed life), or clay mixed 
writh pieces of other animals.*’ Unlike Mephistopheles who denies, 
Prometheus is the creative spirit w’ho affirms, with innocent, 
exhilarated efifrontery. For Herder, he embodies ‘the continued 
striving of the Divine Spirit in man for the awakening of all his 
powers’. 

But above all, as the formal rococo spirit gave way to less restrained 
and stronger themes, Prometheus stood for the urge to revolt against 
static tyranny. For romantic poets, he was a glorious symbol of the 
human spirit struggling against priests and kings—one of the fallen 
yet noble Titans who engaged the imagination of Holderlin and Blake 
(page 130). That is, in part, how he appealed to the young Goethe, 
whose play (1773) shows Prometheus exulting in the fullness of 
life. Nearly half a century later, however, Goethe was afraid that 
this youthful play might be a gospel for the revolutionary young 
(1820); and he now preferred to see the culture-hero in a less 
political light, as the personification of doing good—as opposed to 
dreaming it. But in the intervening years, almost every poet had 
claimed Prometheus as a symbol of rebellion. Vincenzo Mond, in 
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hU PromtUo (1797)1 compared Napoleon to him as a Ubcniior from 
cyranny. To Byron, however, Napoleon was a desolator, but Prome¬ 
theus an enhancer of life: 

Thy Godlike crime was to be kind, 

To render with thy precepts less 
The sum of human wTetchedness, 

And strengthen Man with his own mind -.» 

Like TheCi Man is in part divine, 

A troubled stream from a pure source ,.» 

At about the same time, English poetry underwent a rich, if exotic, 
revival of classical myth. This was due to the advance of Greek 
scholarship, combined with new, explosive, pfimJrivist ideas about 
nature and religion; and the movement drew strength from the sort of 
unclassical allegory^ and symbolism that had characterized the Middle 
Ages (page 423). Goethe had turned from heroic Greece (page 
52), and centred his imagination upon Faust* But now It w'as 
Prometheus who occupied men*s minds and feelings, and Shelley's 
drama Promtfhtus Unbowidi written in Italy in was justly 

regarded by himself as one of the finest of his works. Like certain 
poems by Keats, the play demonstrates the use a creative ardst can 
make of classical mythology'. Remote, in his complex inventiveness, 
from the Greek tradition, and introducing echoes of Calderon, 
Goethe, Young's Night Thoughts and Robert Blair's Tkt Grtfcf 
{1813), Shelley retains the ideal of Prometheus as suffering champion 
of mankind* But now he is also the ideal ty’pc of mankind itself, the 
highest perfection of moral and intellectual evolution. He illustrates 
the millennial conflict of good and eril, and by his gift of hre he 
exemplifies the poet's own creative energy* Prometheus, thus 
recharged with feeling and freshness, becomes ‘a more poetical 
character than Satan’, because he is free from personal ambition 
and revenge. And no mere ^catastrophe as feeble as reconciliation' 
will be enough for Shelley: Jupiter, conventional deity, 19 over¬ 
thrown by Elcmogorgon, Eternity, the Spirit of the Hour. 

In America, the Epimttheus of Longfellow recordcdl poedc dis¬ 
illusion overcome by Ho(Jc, while his Promtthtus (185S) showed the 
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hero aa ‘poctj prophet, seer* made msc by sufferm^, carrying the 
torches of progress and fervid creation* 

Ah, Prometheus! heavcn-scalmg! 

In such hours of exultation 
Even the faintest heart, unquailing, 

Might behold the vulture sailing 
Pound the cloudy crags Caucasian I 

But the greatest of American Promethcans was Herman Melville. 
The maniacally brilliant Captain Ahab, in Moby Dick, is a latter^lay 
Prometheus in the isolating Pacific wastes, with his egalitarian hatred 
for the ™te Whale, the leviathan standing for god. now know 
that thy right worship is defiance.’ However, Ahab would carry man 
down with him to destruction, unlike Prometheus; but at the end 
he is bound to the whale, by the ropes of his harpoon, as Prometheus 
was nailed to his rock and Chnst to the cross* Yet Melville s 
individual fantasies and New'-England-sty'le allegories are alien to 
ancient archetypes, and he uses no classical names. Elizabeth 
Barrett Browning would have neither classical names nor subjects. 
Rejecting her future husband^s suggestion of Prometheus as a 
poetic theme, she does so not merely because the myths seemed 
threadbare {page 120), but because she wanted them superseded 
by speclficalLy Christian subject-matter* ‘The old gods are de¬ 
throned,’ she says* ‘Let the dead bury their dead, , * * And then 
Christianity is a worthy myth, and poetically acceptable. Yet, in 
the generations that foUowed, writers so different from one another 
as Hardy and Rimbaud continued to find the Aeschylean myth 
fundamental* Hardy is aware of it in the Dynasts, and at the end of 
Tw; Rimbaud laid claim himself, as poet, to Promethean powers— 
seeing that ‘the poet is truly the thief of fire, charged with the govern¬ 
ment of humanity, the animals even, and he must make his dis¬ 
coveries felt, touched, heard* (tSyi). Nietzsche contrasted the 
‘feminine’ values of the serpent-encompassed Fall in Cettesh with 
the masculinity of the tale of Prometheus* 

To Andre Gide, in his Ptotmthie ftial enchainc (1899)1 hero 
has left the crag, but still keeps the eagle (or vulture) as a pet— and 
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condnucs to feed it on his own livcr^ for the bird is his conscience^ 
to which he is faithful: he does not W'ant to have a dead albatross 
round his neck. K. Abraham, in 1913, subjected the myth to the 
same treatment as Freud had given Oedipus (page 229), suggestively 
but without can^ ing conviction. More recently Camus wrote an 
adaptation of Aeschylus’' tragedy, which was acted in Algeria but 
never published j the playwright's scom for non-human solutions, 
and his love of life, were subsequently given voice in another myth 
of rebellion instead—tbc story (now very popular) of Sisyphus, one 
of chose tonnemed in Hades, like Tantalus, Ixion and Tityus. The 
punishment of Sisj phus is eternally to roll a rock up a hill, from the 
top of which it always rolls down again. 

But, unlike Sisyphus, Prometheus eventually finds release. The 
sculptor Jacques Lipchitz has interpreted this release in his own 
fashion, for he has made a statue of Prometheus strangling the bird 
which has been his attacker (1943). 
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CHAPTER 7 


OEDIPVS 


-- -- 

/ Tht Story of the KING oedipijs Told hy Sophocles 

K.JNG 0£GtPG5 appears from inside the royal palace at Thebes. 
Upon Its steps, and around the altars Uv its forecourt, many Theban 
citizens are seated in attitudes of supplication. The priest begs the 
king find some deliverance for the city from the plague which has 
attacked its people: he recalls how Oedipus broke the bondage of 
Thebes to the Sphinx, and urges him to act again. Oedipus sw'ears 
he win do whatever is enjoined by ApoDo’s oracle, which Creon, 
brother of his wife Jocasta, has gone to Delphi to consults 
But Creon is back again. Apollo, he reports, demands the punish¬ 
ment of the unknown man who murdered the king*s predecessor 
Laius, while he was away from the country on a pilgrimage. A single 
survivor had attributed the deed to a crowd of robbers. Oedipus 
again promises action, and after the chorus of Theban elders 
have cdled upon Apollo, Artemis, Athene and Dionysus to save 
them from the pestilence, he pronounces solemn sentence of 
imprecation and exile upon the killer. At Creon’s suggestion he sends 
for the seer Tiresias, who refuses to speak but finally, goaded by 
taunts, accuses Oedipus himself. The elders denounce the slayer 
but refuse to accept that he is Oedipus. The king and his brother 
quarrel sharply: Creon denies that he has suborned Tiresias to 
denounce Oedipus. Queen Jocasta stops the dispute and reassures 
her husband by recalling that Laius, according to an oracle, was 
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to have been murdered by his son, but that his son, while 
still a baby, was exposed on a hill-side and died—whereas Laius, 
instead, met his death from robbers, at a place where three roads 
met. 

This information arouses the first anxiety in Oedipus. After 
questioning his wife about the place and time of the murder, and the 
appearance and company of Laius, he begins to fear that it is he 
himself who has unknowingly done the deed. His father, he tells 
Jocasta, w-as king Polybus of Corinth; and Oedipus, angered one 
day by a slight on his paternity, had consulted the Delphic oracle 
and been told he would kill his father and marry his mother. That is 
why he left Corinth—and on his journey away from that dty, travel¬ 
ling alone, he had killed an old man w'ho had roughly ordered him 
from the road. Yet Oedipus takes some hope from the report, by the 
sole sur>iving witness, that many men, not one, had been involved 
in the incident. Jocasta, too, assures her husband that this proves 
the oracle wrong. Yet the king orders the surviwr, a shepherd, to 
be sent for. The elders utter a prayer against two evils: arrogance, 
which provokes a fall, and the impiety of disbelieving Apollo*s 
oracle. 

A messenger from Corinth arrives to announce that his king 
Polybus is dead, and the Corinthian throne is offered to Oedipus. 
He and Jocasta exult in this refutation of the oracle which had 
declared that Oedipus* father would die at his own son*s hand. 
But Oedipus sdll dreads the other prediction, that he would marr)’ 
his mother: for fear of this, he will refuse to accept the in>itation 
from Corinth. However, the messenger reveals that he need have no 
such fears—because Oedipus* father was not Polybus after all. 

MESSENtSJi: All idle, sir; your fears are groundless, vain. 

OEDiPUS: How can that be, seeing I am their son? 

.messenger: No. Poly bus is no kin of yours. 

OEDIPUS: No kin? Polybus not my father? 

messenger: No more than I. 

OEDIPUS: Come, sir; no more than you? Elxplain yourself. 

messenger: I am not your father, neither is Polybus. 
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OEDIPUS: 

messenger: 

OEDIPUS: 

messenger: 

OEDIPUS: 

messenger: 

OEDIPUS: 

messenger: 

OEDIPUS: 

messenger: 

OEDIPUS: 

messenger: 

OEDIPUS: 

messen(xr: 

OEDIPUS: 

messenger: 

OEDIPUS: 

messenger: 

OEDIPUS: 

messenger: 

OEDIPUS: 

messenger: 

OEDIPUS: 

messenger: 

OEDIPUS: 

messenctr: 

OEDIPUS: 


How comes it then that I was called his son? 

I will tell you. You were given to him—by me. 

Given? And yet he loved me as his son? 

He had no other. 

Was I ... found? Or bought? 

Found, in a wooded hollow of Gthaeron. 

WTiat brought you there? 

Sheep-tending on the mountain. 

Were you a hireling shepherd then? 

I was; 

And by that happy chance, your rescuer. 

Why, was I in pain or danger when you took me? 

The infirmity in your ankles tells the tale. 

Oh, that old trouble—need we mention it? 

Your ankles were riveted, and I set you free. 

It is true. I have carried the stigma from my cradle. 
To it you ow'e your present name. 

O Gods! 

Was this my father’s or my mother’s domg? 

I cannot say. Ask him who gave you to me. 

Gave me? Did you not find me, then, yourself? 
Another shepherd entrusted you to my care. 

And who was he? Can you tell us who he was? 

I think he was said to be one of Laius* men. 

Laius? Our former king? 

WTiy, yes; King Laius. 

The man w’as one of his servants. 

Is he alive? 

And could I see him? 

Your people here should know. 

Good men, does any of you know the fellow— 

This shepherd of whom he speaks? Has anyone seen 
him 

In the pastures or in the dty? Speak if you know. 
Now is the chance to get to the bottom of the 
mystery. 
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oiORUs: 


OEDIPUS: 

jocasta: 

OEDIPUS: 

jocasta: 

OEDIPUS: 

jocacta: 

OEDIPUS: 


I think he will prove to be that same countryman 
Wliom you have already asked to see. The Queen 
Is the one most able to tell you if this is so. 

My wife,^o« know the man whom w'e have sent for. 

Is that the man he means? 

WTiat does it matter 

WTiat man he means? It makes no difference now ... 
Forget what he has told you... It makes no differ¬ 
ence. 

Nonsense: I must pursue this trail to the end. 

Till I have unravelled the mystery of my birth. 

Nol In God’s name—if you want to live, this quest 
Must not go on. Have I not suffered enough? 

There is nothing to fear. Though I be proved 
slave-born 

To the third generation, j'tmr honour is not impugned. 
Yet do not do it. I implore you, do not do it. 

I must. I cannot leave the truth unknown.^ 


Jocasta leaves him with a cry of despair. The elders, however, hope 
that this news may mean that Oedipus* real father was a god. 

The shepherd, who had been sole survivor of the fight at the 
cross-roads, arrives, and is identified by the Corinthian messenger 
as the man who had given him the infant boy. Interrogated, 
the shepherd gradually discloses that the baby was the son of 
Laius, and that he himself had received the child from Laius* 
wife. 

Oedipus now knows the truth. Crying that he is sinful in his 
begetting, sinful in marriage, sinful in shedding of blood, he rushes 
out. The Theban elders lament, and meditate up>on his fall^ and they 
wish they had never set eyes on him. 

A messenger arrives from within to tell them that Jocasta has 
hanged herself, and that Oedipus has put out his eyes. The king 
is led forth, and, grimly lamenting, begs the elders to exile him or 
slay him. His brother Creon comes to lead him into the palace, and 
promises to care for his young daughters Antigone and Ismene. 
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Oedipus bids them what he intends to be a last fare well, for he 
urges his brother to banish him from the land. But Creon 3iis\^'crs 
that Apollo must decide, and, finding Oedipus reluctant to cease his 
farewells, bids him not to seek to rule in everything; for those days 
are ended. And ‘none', as the elders reflect, *can be called happy 
until that day when he carries His happiness down to the grave in 
peace.* 
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2 Why h Oedipus Destroyed^ 

Thebes, on the southern edge of the eastern plain of Boeocia, had 
been the chief Mycenaean city ui central Greece, though the 
mention of only a subsidiary settlement in the Homeric atalogue* 
suggests that there was an interlude in its prosperity during which 
the town had been laid waste. The Thebans possessed good wheat 
and horses, and were agricultural and self-contained, having no 
part in overseas expansion. Though producers of fine poetry, they 
were reputed to be slow of wit. 

Not only do w'e know’ little of Thebes itself, for it has not been 
excavated, but we have also lost the whole of the Theban epic cy’cle 
in which the myths of the House of Oedipus were handed down. 
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The cycle's two leading poernSj the Thfhah and Ofdip^jdi^, are con- 
jecturally attributed to the eighth century EC The Ththau was early, 
though dubiously assigned lo Homer/ and greatly adnured. 
The Oedipodia was ascribed to a certain Cinaethon of Sparta. 

Oedipus may have been a real person* whose story absorbed, 
among other fabulous elements, the classic folk-tale situation of 
those who try to avert an unpleasant prophecy and believe themselves 
safe, whereas the prediction is, in the end, hilfiiled in an unexpected 
fashion. Or he may be wholly mythical. In any case he is dificrent 
from the Homeric heroes, because he is superior in intelligence and 
not in physical might (even Odysseus had both); and because he is 
not the son or direct prot^ of a god but the individual member of 
a family, parddpating in its greatness and its faults of violence and 
anger. 

Oedipus lacked physical strength because when he was a baby 
his father Laius, abandoning him, bad thrust a spike through his 
feet, presumably to disable the ghost. Henoe bis name, "swell-foot'. 
Not only were exposed children a phenomenon of Greek life with 
w'hich many were familiar, but the recurrent myths of their survival 
symbolize defiance of fate. These stories may be derived from the 
initiation tests of early societies; in psychopthologyv as Jung points 
out, they stand for the imaginative transformadon of personal 
inadequacies into great pretensions and powers. The Maori hero 
Massi was throwm into the sea as an infant, and Vainamoinen, the 
hero of the ‘^floated above dark weaves*. In the Mediter¬ 

ranean tradidon there arc Moses and Romulus and Remus (page 
354) and many others, and as early as the third millennium EC IGng 
Sargon the Akkadian had told of his own exposure.* Not only has 
the foundling myth become familiar as a success story in comedy, 
but Shakespeare, in his last plays, illustrates the tragic helpless 
charaacT of human life by showing many of his heroes and heroines 
as orphans, at the mercy of the storm. Like Oedipus, they are deliv¬ 
ered from the danger, but their lonely upbringing sets them apart 
from our common destiny, 

Oedipus won his throne by defeating a female incubus from the 
underworld, the sphinx. Her name is us uall y explained as the 
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‘throttlcr' or the 'chokcr\ but more probably meins the *tight- 
bindcr’, the demon of death. Sphinxes originated in Egypt, but 
became knovn throughout the near east. In Greece—where they 
appear fretjuently on orientalizing seventh-century friezes and 
vases—^they have changed from male to female, the female fear- 
animal of nightmare that Freud attributed to the incest prohibition 
(page 230). 

The Sphinx had been sent by Hera to Thebes, and had devoured 
its people, until Oedipus got the better of the monster by solving 
the riddle which others had faded to solve. Riddles, which may 
perhaps be of separate origin from follc-tales but circulate no less 
frcclyi, are common in many lands from Mongolia to central Africa. 
In Greece, which loved them, these conundrums were the des¬ 
cendants of the parables and hard sayings in Hcsiod*s Works and 
Days. In particular, riddles often reflected the misleading darkness 
of divine utterances, and of the human choices which depended 
upon them. The riddle of the Theban Sphinx was this^ 

A thing there is whose voice is one, 

Whose feet are two and four and three. 

So mutable a thing is nooe 
That moves in earth or sky or sea. 

When on most feet this thing doth go 

Its strength is weakest and its pace most slow'.* 

Oedipus recognized in this the three ages of man. Freud, however, 
conjectured iiat the question the riddle was really designed to 
answer related to the oldest and most burning question to the 
immature—the origin of babies. At all events, Oedipus solved the 
riddle and gained the throne of Thebes.* Tennyson, in his T^esias 
{1885), tells how 

the fierce beast found 
A w'iser than herself, and dashed herself 
Dead m her rage. 


Although hardly anything ^hippens^ in Sophocles* King Oedipus— 
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other than the arrival of people with news—the play moves wiih 
mtensCj remorseless speed. Eve^ word counts in this marvellously 
flexible dialogue and breath-taking choral poetry, and the issues are 
not intellec^al abstractions but stamp themselves upon our hearts. 
To us It might seem an extraordinary improbability that Oedipus 
had never before heard, or inquired, how his predecessor had met 
his end* But in the dramatic tension of the performance, as it rapidly 
unfolded iji the conditions of an open-air theatre, this aspect would 
be Ignored. Besides, it is the self-appointed task of Sophocles 
to face the implausibilitics of the myths—and display how such 
things nevertheless could have happened. 

W^en first performed (at a date which we cannot determine), 
the play did not win first prize. But Aristotle handed it down to 
posterity as the model tragedy. Its continual imagery of blindness, 
light and darkness leads to a dramatic, harrowing conclusion* Yet the 
audience knew who the culprit was; it remained for Voltaire, in the 
preface of his MSrope, to advocate the virtues of suspense in regard to 
a plot. By the audience of Sophocles, on the other hand, the events 
that ineluctably take place are expected. Since, thertfure, we arc aU 
m the secret but oidy the actors are not, the whole progression of 
events IS a cumulation of the tragic irony (page 182) which h par¬ 
ticularly associated with the name of Sophocles* In this process 
the cho^s plays an cssenbal part, for he is die dramatist who most 
di^ly mtegrates its utterances both with the action of his plays 
and with the emoDons of the spectators. More than the poet^s 
rnouthpici^ or a sympathetic onlooker, the chorus organizes and 
giNjs rhjThm and background to Sophocles' version of the myth, 
and helps him to use the story as a concrete example of the harrowing 
hatreds and aspirations of life. 


For It IS in the myths, even the cruellest myths, that Sophocles 
Kes the permanent human battlcgiound, accepting thch horrors vvith 
his <i™^tic (if not altogeiher isith his moral) sense, and more than 
Aeschylus adhering to their traditional framework. Yet these stories 
would be nothing without the poetry, for there comes a point, and 
thm u, reached by Sophocles, where fo™ is so nearly perftet U to 
achieve the autonomous onginality of a new concepL This is also 
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iTuc of the contemporary Parthenon in which, hicewise, the achieve¬ 
ment depends not on lavish ornament but on a simplicity modified 
by subtle constTucdonal and stylistic effects. These, like the effects 
of Sophocles, ^triumphantly escape, but just escape, the p^Dsaic^ 

The supreme moment of tension is the passage from ignorance to 
‘recognition* and knowledge, from success to despair. Oedipus 
is the most famous of all mythical searchers for truth behind 
illusion, and tragedy’s function—m which Racine alone has 
approached Sophodes—ts to display, and link with all that has gone 
before, the uncndmable moment of truth in which the king knows 
who he is and what he has done. Sophocles is less interested in 
morality than in the human personalities which it exhibits. Yet in the 
rapid movement of the stage, comparable to the vivid breadth of a 
sculptural relief, the boldly contrasted draitiadc lines in which 
character is presented are drawn not so much hy psychological 
study as by concentradon upon the qualities which prompted their 
decisions. As Aristotle saw, it is at one remove from ordinary men 
that the characters of Sophocles in their stark strength work out 
these crucial dilemmas,^ determining—as, in an era of change and 
questioning, Sophocles and his contemporaries had to determine 
lor themselves—what they owe to the gods, their state, their family, 
and their owm minds and hearts. 

Among these demonic and iron-willed, yet arrogant, obstinate, 
and fierce-icmpered sufferers of Sophocican drama, Oedipus stands 
out: the sclf-taughc ruler who unaided, and through his noble 
qualities, has risen to mastery over adversaries beb'eved uisupcrablc 
before. Oedipus illustrates Aristotle’s theory that, in tragedy, 
misfortune should fall on an eminent man not because he is vicious 
but because there is something wrong about him, an error 
{hamaTiia)* It has been endlessly discussed w'hethcr this meant, or 
should mean, a flaw, a moral fault or frailty; or the intellectual 
foolishness or error of judgement of one who like Deianira *erred, 
intending weir (she killed Heracles with a supposed lovc-phUtre in 
Sophocles* Tmchirtmrt WifmcK)\ or a hereditary quasi-physical 
curse or blight—seeing that guilt, intentional or otherwise, was sdil 
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regarded as such an infecrion.^® If, on the other hand, a wholly 
virtuous man were brought from prosperity to adversity, there would 
be no materia] for a tragedy, Shafccspeare^s Richard III and Macbeth 
are wicked, but have the compensating grattdtur d'dme which 
ComeLUc, too, required in a central tragic figure. The Aristotelian 
ideal hero, exemplified by Oedipus, presents a more subtle problem. 
He is not only a figure of this same general grandeur, but he also 
possesses many specific qualities far above the common level. True, 
in an age of fighting and killing he killed hot-hcatcdly at the cross¬ 
roads wfien provoked (though without knowing it was a kinsman 
that he killed), and he shows fits of hubris in his over-confident, 
rash handling of the present situation. Yet these things are not the 
mam, or at least not the sole, cause of his disaster. He is also the 
fatal victim of an unfathomed blow, tainted by some alloy of which 
the painful refinement brings him to utter min—min incurred, 
moreover, in conducting an investigation w^hich he believes a duty, 
and an unpleasant one at that. 

^Vhat Aristode is referring to as Oedipus’ ‘error’ lies in his 
ignorance of material facts and circumstances: in his misconcepdon 
that touches off the casuaJIy linked events which lead to catastrophe. 
This misconception may or may not be blameworthy; its relevance 
to the problem of undeserved suffering is cryptic. The catastrophe, 
besides being complete, is also, according to Aristotle, the sort most 
proper to tragedy, in that it proceeds from a ‘reversal’ of the situation 
{peripestia: page 185)-^ outcome contrary to the main actor’s 
intention—combined with a dramatic ‘recognition’ 
when the nature of what has happened dawns on him. 

Downfalls such as that of Oedipus are caused by the gods, to 
whom all things arc easy* They come when the divine order has 
somehow been breached. But w^e cannot always detect the breaching, 
or see why the divine purpose works as it does, or how the ensuing 
destruction harmonizes with our own fragmentary view of human 
justice. As in Theognis (page 186), sufiering often seems to exceed 
deserts. In his Trackmian Women telling of Heracles’ end, Sophocles 
concludes with words that arc more equivocal than any clcar-^t 
victory of right over wrong* 
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You have seen a terrible death 

And agonies^ many and strange, and there is 

Nothing here which is not Zeus^* 

\lcri such as Oedipus are Milnerable and flawed since they are 
victims of the unpredictability of events^ which, by injudicious acts, 
they often involuntarily help to deal them wounds. 

Critics in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries liked to stress 
the poetic justice in Greek tragedy. But Joseph Addison rightly saw 
that the ancient dramatists 'treated men as they are dealt wJth in the 
world, by making virtue sometimes happy and somclinucs miserable 
{1711). A tragedian's handling of the myths, therefore, may well 
challenge or outrage our moral sense. Indeed, perhaps it must, in 
order to be tragedy at all—the frustrations and futility of which were 
dwelt upon by Schopenhauer* There is, in life, a stubborn residue 
of evil which no nioralizing can easily justify', and Sophocles accepted 
this non-radonal clement, this lack of correlation between sin and 
punishment, this tolerance or support of evil by the supreme power. 
He did not feel obliged to resort to Manichaean dualism j Greece 
lies outside the great region of the earth (from the Iranian plateau 
eastwards to North America) which is the natural home of such 
beliefs* Nor did he need the African doctrine that the kind Supreme 
Spirit is followed about by an idiot brorher who spoils what he has 
done. 

Christian doctrine also rejects dualism* But unlike Sophocles it 
assumes that God is just. For this reason it U difficult to conceive a 
truly Christian tragedy j in Racine's for example, Friedrich 

von Schlcgcl (1S07) saw a discrepancy between the tragic spirit and 
Christian providence^—although the fierce fatalism of the Jansenists 
goes less badly wSth tragedy than, say, Rousseauist perfectibility'* 
There is a contrast, too, betw'ccn the various failures of individual 
human beings in classical drama and the Biblical doctrliic of the 
Fall, by which all men become leprous and unclean until Jesus 
Christ redeems them* For Christians sec evil as the harbinger of 
blessing, as something which always permits of reconciliation and 
atonement, a relief from what Dostoevsky saw as our complete and 
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tm^ying freedom: ‘0 happy fault that has won for us so loving, so 
mighty a Redeemer.’” ® 

Sophodes. lile other Greek tragedians, found evil <eiprcssed in 
suffenng) bencfiaal for another reason-heeause of its educative 
pow-er.* Before the gods, or the god as Sophocles also says,» man is 
notog, and he must humble himself before their trill; his mistakes 
and iHusoations are on a far lower plane than theirs, //r is entided to 
understanding and compassion, yet they, however dreadfiil and 
inexplicable their manifestations, cannot ever be unjustiEed or 
WTODg. For they embody the natural order of events. 

The ^t’s piety is tranquil beneath the storms of action, and 
un^nshable; his imagination wholly ae«pts the apparent evil in the 
divine dispensanon. Yet man, in his gallant, losing struggle with 
n^sity, IS raised to a stature larger than life. For this is not only a 
pious but a humanistic creed, which incorporates the of an 

optimistic and ambitious generation. Oedipus has extraordinary 
poTCts to match he extraordinary fate-^d Sophocles also suggests 
^t the fotctt which tolerate misery create, or augment, moral 

them. There is, in defeat, 
a splendid heroism, peculiar to mankind and indissociable from 

nM end, Oedipus is 

not holly btoken, and Crton says to him: 

Do not seek to be master in cverj'thinf, 

For the things you mastered did not foJiow 
You throughout your lifc*i" 

'e Stripped of everything-like 

than Sikii^Th T 

than The doom, which he gradually and horribly recognizes, 

to be fiiUilled. Ae«hylus had stressed the ancestral curse and the 

A T ttansfere the working out of events to 

Sef “ "7'^'’ 7’'“'' ’''«‘™blj jusiifiei^t a time when 

disbelief was in the air (pag^e 365) 

,0 "-<>« ■I'*® any other play 

to support the view that Greek tragedy deals with puppets helpless 
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In the grip of desdny. And Indeed, since fate was believed to be as 
much part of a man’s endoivment at birth as his looks or his mental 
gifts, the odds are overwhelmingly against Oedipus, who is there¬ 
fore a more helpless victim of destiny than his daughter Andgone 
(page 246). He committed parricide and incest in all innocence. Yet, 
as H* D» F, Katto remarks, if you mistake potassium cj’anidc for 
sugar, innocence and ignorance will not save you. Oedipus keeps his 
responsibility, for fate is the way life works out for a man, and he 
has a say in its w-orking out. But fate also comprises the terrors of 
sheer ill-luck, of which Oedipus has rnuch, and Sophocles seems to 
ask whether chance, or law', is at the root of the universe; later Greeks 
decided in favour of chance (page 1S6). And so Nietzsche calls 
tragedy the dancing ground of divine, unfathomable accident. 
Inexplicably cruel things do happen, but this only means that our 
knowledge of the universe’s laws is fragmentary. Meanwhile, it is 
folly to neglect those which we do know. Such neglect is also dis¬ 
obedience to the gods. But Oedipus disobeys them without knowing 
it, and thus supplies an e\'er more terrifying manifestation of the 
divine w^ill—Irrefutable, sometimes incomprehensible, often un¬ 
bearable. 

The resulting events are painful, as their partidpauts pass through 
anguish and are destroyed by forces they can neither understand 
nor master. Yet the plays which tell of these desperate, demon'^ridden 
themes have appealed irresistibly to many generations. It has always 
been asked why this is; and the answ'crs have been many. Aristotle,*^ 
thinking of Sophocles rather than Aeschylus (and not following 
Plato in his desire to stamp out tragic pity as poison for the soul),*" 
said that tragedy, by actions arousing pity and fear, purifies or 
purges die corresponding passions in ourselves (^^ntharjis). It arouses 
and then allays our pity and fear—pity prompted by unmerited 
misfortune, and fear caused by seeing the misfortune of man who is 
like, or not too unlike, ourselves. We share the mythical heroes' 
attempts to escape their dooms, comparing our desires and aims with 
theirs and hoping to avoid their catastrophes, and we dqiart in an 
emotional balance and equilibrium, all passion spent. 

Yet St Augustine was still perplexed that *this very sorrow is the 
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spectator’s pleasure\ and some (Like the Athenian comic dramatist 
Timoclcs) have thought of tragedy as a gloating over horrors, 
while others again have condemned it for justifying and commending 
sufferings. Or should we rather interpret Aristotle as postulating the 
retention in us of pity and fear, but the eLimination from these feelings 
of what is impure and harmful, making of them not a sclhsh sort of 
gloating but sympathy for human sorrows? Yet probably that is to 
introduce too much morality into a question that is primarily 
aesthetic rather than moral. For it is only through the poetic words, 
into which the suffering is translated by the artist, that this is elevated 
and transfigured into what is pure and moving and stimulating and 
delightful. 

Since immediacy is a necessary part of fear, and tragedy is less 
immediate than films and novels, it is harder today than it was to 
effect the transference of emotional conflicts through these plays. 
But some modem writers still see a function in tragedy* *By its 
symbolic re-enactment/ said Giraudoux (page 59), *ii sat^es 
coliccnvely the need of the public to commit a crime * * * To witness 
a tragedy in the theatre is to diminish in the heart of the spectator 
whatever murderous intention he may have had.’ To Anouilh 
(page 248) on the other hand, tragedy is, paradoxically, restful: 
because you know that there is no mote hope, dirty sneaking hope, 
and that you are caught, caught at last like a rat in a trap. 

j The Oedipus Complex 

WTien tragedy, in Roman times, had become melodrama, Seneca 
used the story of Oedipus as a vehicle for gloomy sacrifices and 
necromancy. In the Renaissance, the theatre at Vicenza was 
inaugurated by Sophocles* King Oedipus in Italian. The story was 
the favourite of sixteenth-century humanists, and then in the 1600s a 
subject for Comeille, E>ryden and Lee. In the following century 
every would-be classicist turned to Oedipus, and Voltake’s Oedipe 
Ot'S), perhaps his best play, W'as especially popular because it 
enabled contemporaries to recognize allusions to current incest- 
scandals among French royalty. And now a version by Hdlderiin 
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has been adopted for Carl OrfPs 1961 opera. For each age has 
coDtmued to intc^rec the myth according to its own ideas neo- 

classic, radonalisriCt or romantic- , - e t , 

Very far from romantic is the increased attention which the talc 
of Oedipus received from psychoanalysts in the first decades of the 
present centur}^ Oedipus murdered his father and 
incest with his mother^— entered, as W. B- Yeats parap^sed e 
lines, through the door that had sent him w^g for^- The same 
double crime appears in a Finnish talc, and with ^-ariations in the 
Ukraine and in Java; during the Middle Ages a version of the 
Oedipus stor>^ vras told of Judas Iscariot. Incest, being a violation of 
one of the rules of exogamy, had been among the major oi a 

tribal society, and remained a major crime in a predominandy 
patriarchal community which stressed, even amid state ena^ch- 
ments, the family and its laws {page 191). Jocasta was 
psychological problem for the dramatist, and she has had her 
character assailed by critics (‘the arch-horror\ ‘a frivoous soul, 
‘coarse, reckless and impious*). But her guilt wns back m early 
youth, and her ‘blasphemies*—in resp^t of the oracle—are frantic 
attempts to reduce her husband’s growing despair* 

Oedipus, when all was known, blinded himsdf-cxpressmg, 
according to Sigmund Freud, his deep-seated urge to make rep^- 
rion for the death of his father, for w hom his feeling w as one both of 
bve and of hate. For this was the myth which act^rdmg to Freud 
expressed the most powerful of all instinctive drives, lo^-c of mother 
and jealousy of father. The sub-conscious areas of the mmd had long 
been recognised by mystics and Neoplatonists* The Puntatis too, 
had been all too familiar w ith the undercurrent of unhidden 
suggestions through the voices of the devil and of witches* \\illam 
Law (16S6-1761) described—as poets in their owm w^ys depicted 
the hidden surges of desires, emotions and thoughts in the otecurer 
parts of the mind: parts which were far from unknown to Novalis, 
Schopenhauer, Kierkegaard and Nietzsche {page 151)* The con¬ 
templations of such thinkers brought them ‘glimpses of a pat tide 
of life ebbing and flowing, rippling and rolling, and beating about 
where we cannot see it*-in the depths of our memory, or m dreams; 
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aad to William James (1897) it seemed that ^the recesses of feeling, 
the darker, blinder strata of character, arc the only places in the 
world in w^hich w'c catch real fact in the maklng\ But it was Freud 
who more than anyone else suggested that man's godlike intellect 
was ^no more designed for discovering the truth than a pig's snout' 
(H. G* Wells). 

Freud worked on the repressed drives and wishes which appear 
in dreams, experiencing distortions—condensation, displacement, 
doubling—yet preserving a logic of their own» 

In particular, he rightly pointed to many parallels between these 
dream-s>'mbols and the stories of famous myths* Mythology, there¬ 
fore, like dreams, seemed to him and his followers a royal road to our 
understanding of the unconscious processes, since myths contain 
thinly disguised representations of certain fundamental unconscious 
fantasies common to mankind. But Freud went further and concluded 
that the key to our comprehension of the unconscious was to be found 
in the story of Oedipus. First employing the term ‘Oedipus complex’ 
in 1910 (earlier he had written of a ‘nuclear* complex), he was writing 
ten years later that ‘every new arrival on this planet is faced with the 
cask of mastering the Oedipus complex*. The two wishes in the 
complex—to commit the two crimes of Oedipus—^represent, accord¬ 
ing to Freud, two main features of ever)' son*s efforts to replace His 
father; coinciding with ‘the two principal prohibitions imposed by 
totemism*, they are all-important among the neuroses caused by 
conflicts between instinct and society* So the fate of Oedipus moves 
us ‘because it might have been our own, because the oracle laid upon 
us before our birth the veiy curse w'hich rested upon him. . . * Our 
dreams convince us that w'e were all destined to direct our first 
sexual impulses tow'ards our mothers, and our first impulses of 
hatred and violence towards our fathers. . . * Like Oedipus we live 
in ignorance of the desires that nature has forced upon us.* And it is 
true chat out of fifty representative mythologies of the w'orld no less 
than thirty-nine include incest among their subject-matter. 

To be more specific, Freud believed the complex to be strongest 
when ‘infantile sexuality* is at its height, between the end of a boy*s 
third year of life and his fourth or fifth year; when his first choice of 
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object IS his mother. Then comes the process of overcoming this ur^c 
if normalcy^ wthoui infantile fu£ation,is to be achieved. The successor 
and conqueror of the Oedipus complex is the super-ego which 
represerns the hairier agsmt Incestuous and murderous instincts^ 
repudiating Oedipus i^ith the aid of the whole social order and 
morality and religion. Yet the myth, like other myths, lives on, 
imaginatively ascribing to gods and heroes our own primordial 
desires and their fulfilments after most human beings have been 
obliged to renounce them^ 

Freud supported his emphasis on Incest by deducing from Charles 
Darwin a primeval situation of the bull-ape sons banding against 
their father*s monopoly of the females. As this reconstruction of the 
past ceased to find favour, the corollary of incest-guilt likewise 
proved unacceptable. Freud was also challenged by Malinowski 
(1922), one of the first anthropologists to test how psychoanalytical 
theories applied to primitive societies in the field. Malinowsld 
concluded that the matrilineal society of the Trobriand islanders in 
Melanesia shows no signs of the Oedipus complex, thus contradicting 
Freud^s view of this as a basic absolute in human development; the 
chiJd^s rivalry' with the father, whether of sexual origin or not, only 
occurs in cultures with a strong patriarchal authority. 

In other words Freud, had discovered one of myih^s important 
aspects—its link with dreams and with other manifestations of the 
unconscious mind—and like so many sorts of mythologist, magnified 
this, with special attention to Oedipus, into a general explanation 
of myth and life ahke. Many of his fellow psychoanalysts, in their 
various ways, have subscribed to this general estimate of his dis¬ 
coveries. Jung (page 151) saw' special value in the infantile fixation 
postulated by Freud (and added the term *Elccm complex* for 
the affection of girls for their fathers), but made the whole process 
more symbolic, the mother representing the unattainable, and 
the father the inner check, Otto Rank, believing with others that 
Oedipus* blinding was a substitute for castration (page 115), 
elaborated also upon the idea that he had wanted to solve man*$ 
origin and destiny by returning into his mother*s womb. Fromm 
shifted the emphasis from incest (which seemed to him a secondary 
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element) to the rebellion of the son against the father's patriarchal 
authority,, contesting Freud's C)on\ictiQn that the conflict is wholly 
sexual and seeing the 'complex' rather as a struggle for freedom 
against social obstacles (page 15a), Adler classified the Oedipus 
complex as one of many attitudes that appear in the life of a child— 
and particularly of a pampered childi, over-indulged and isolated by 
its mother. Karen Homej\ too, doubted the intensity which Freud 
claimed for these inclinations towards father and mother (pointing 
out, incidentally, that the acceptance of his doctrine w^as inclined to 
make parents forget the need for real warmth and sincerity)* Melanie 
Klein offered the further critical comment that aggressive feelings 
towards the mother come first, before hatred of the father* 

While Oedipus was still in the hands of the analysts, his 
complex was delineated, with an infusion of mysticism, by Hugo von 
Hoffmansthaland his passion, egotism and msufiiciency received 
operatic treatment in Stravinsky's O^iijpus Rex. Described as frigid 
when it first appeared, but now found moving by many, this work is 
encased in a ritualistic frame starker dian the humanism of heroic 
opera. Its music, too, is more disturbing in its sa.^'age^y' and wider 
in its range, suggesting at times the incantations of Christian liturgy 
and implications of Christian theology; man is dominated but may 
find his own redemption, and Light comes to Oedipus when he loses 
his eyes. 

When this opera was first being performed, the story was simul¬ 
taneously receiving a very different treatment from French drama¬ 
tists. Not that Greek mythology had been neglected in the nineteenth 
ccniury; 5®^ French imitations, translations or adaptations of 
classical originals sprang front ie hHlenique between 1840 and 
1900. But many twemieth-century tragedies are more thoughtful* 
Few of the best, however, deal with contemporary reality i myth is 
what seems most fitted to illuminate the poetry, simplicity and 
heroism of the human condition, and if, as these writers are some¬ 
times blamed for doing, they invoke the myths to give authorit)' to 
their own obsessions, there are millennial precedents for this. Myxh 
also makes it possible to dispense with realistic detail and to experi- 
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mcnt with the supeitiatural. The psychoanalysts had recently found 
a new suggesdveness in mytholo^', and had provided reasonSj in the 
Eunpidean tradition (page 267), for a measure of debunlmg. 
Nevertheless, to us, said Sartre, "a play should not seem too familiar. 
Violent and brief, it must remain a rite - - - severe, austere, moral, 
mythic and ceremonial, which falls in with the needs of a people 
exhausted but tense* disdaining to invent new forms or to arouse 
curiosity by new stories, yet searching, by reconstruction and 
recreation of w'hat was old, for new principles* 

The whole of antiquity has been rifled afresh to these ends, and 
subjected to many juxtapositions of sublime and trivlaL But Oedipus 
and his daughter Antigone (page 238) have been the key figures, 
and their lives have provided the chosen norms of human life. In 
general the infiucncc of fate, or heaven, as blind external force is, in 
Nietischcan spirit, denied* Andre Gide, espedally, refused to submit 
to this ^tyranny’, emancipating the human race to act according to its 
own will and inner necessity- His Otdipf , written in 1930 and puln 
lished two years later, is terse, dr), intcUectualized and wTitten to 
shock* The characters arc corrupt and proud, motives are vicious, 
and there is the familiar Gidean antithesis between Oedipus who, 
although a petuknt linle man, believes in progress and happiness, 
and the woman w-hose association with him he feels has stunted his 
development, the bigoted and priest-ridden Jocasta. ^ 

Jean Cocteau, too, found in Sophocles’ plays ^the bone’, the 
dramatic necessity, which he demanded. He saw his own swiftly 
moving Antiione and OeJipi (1925) as merely sketches and 
abridgements, photographs from an aeropbiie. But, after speaking 
the prologue and interludes of Straii'insky’s opera, Cocteau reverted 
to the story of Oedipus in his Infernal Macfihe (1934), with ^dleor 
by Bcrard who sees the bed of incest as a sacrificial p)^e. Here is not 
to be found the usual minimization of fate, for the machine of 
title is a divine piece of apparatus for ihe mathematical destnicrion 
of a human being. As the play prtKceds, with its numerous well- 
timed dramatic and ps)'chological cricks, this Oedipus has no chance 
against the overwhelming divine intervention which Cocteau 
provides. In an allegory' of relentless determinism, Oedipus is a 
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gambler who, forced to abandoa his brash convicrioD that the uglier 
sayings of the gods can somehow be got round, realizes he is trapped* 
This acceptance gives him a neia' and bitter sobriety, Vhich mates 
this king of cards, in the hands of the cruel gods, a man at last^ 
Here Oxteau is nearer to Voltaire or Shaw than to Freud. In 1942 
he reverted to the theme once again, in his ‘lyrical tragedy" Oedipus 
Rexj set to music, dance and mime by Maurice Thiriet, and first 
performed m 

A Scottish poet in whose mind Oedipus played a dominant part 
was Edwin Muir* 

I have wTOUght and thought in darkness, 

And stand here now, an innocent mark of shame, 

That so men^s guilt might be made manifest 
In such a walking riddle—their guilt and mine. 

For Fve but acted out this fable* I have Judged 
Myself, obedient to the gods" high judgement, 

And seen myself with their pure eyes, have learnt 
That all must bear a portion of the wrong 
That is driven deep into our fathomless hearts 
Past sight or thought; that, bearing it, w^e may ease 
The immortal burden of the gods who keep 
Our natural steps and the earth and skies from harm. 


4 Oedipus at CHonus 

Nevertheless, the fatal deeds which have so sdrred ps)'choanalysis, 
and the fate of King Oedipus at the end of the play of that name, 
are not his end; and Sophocles^ contemplation of him, with reference 
to general problems of human suffering, is only half-complete with¬ 
out the sequel which he wrote at the end of his life (41^ Bc), the 
Oedipus at Calonus. In this cryptic drama the blinded Oedipus goes 
to an Athenian sanctuary with the consent of Theseus, and then to 
an awe-inspiring death, and to heaven. 

Because his sufferings were great, unmerited and untold. 

Let some just god relieve him from distress! 
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1 pray ym, even Death, offspring of Earth and Hell, 

To let the descent be cleat 
As Oedipus goes down among the ghosts 
On those dim fields of underground that all men living 
fcar^ 

Eternal sleep, let Oedipns sleep welll” 

The prayer is answered. Until then, he not chang^-unless his 
character has gained in strength* Heroically enduring, he three 
times proclaims his innocence: Sophocles seems to be upholding the 
importance of motive in judging conduct* This imaginative play is 
filled with a complex, violent rhythm of extremes. The contrasts of 
innocence and pollution, wretchedness and power, weakness and 
strength, hatred and devotion, hope and anxiety, are reQected by an 
episodic structure of successive movements. Yet finally all these 
contrasting notes are merged amid a sublime reconciliation, in which 
the ways of heaven are, not indeed justified (for Sophocles does not 
usually justify them), but made less wholly daunting to man; though 
they are still solemn and mysterious. 

This development of the myth is hard for us to place m 
perspective, because we know' of no theological equivalent to the 
demi-god, or semi-deified hero, which the dying Oedipus becomes. 
The mythical heroes—according to Hesiod their lives had ^en one 
of the Five Ages of Mankind^ (page 126)—were powerful in death. 
Necromancy (page 92) led on to their posthumous invocation to 
help the living, and before long this practice had become vei? 
frequent: the passions of the living Oedipus seem to forecast his 
power to help and hurt when he is dead* Heroes of the past came 
back in visions at feasts and marched with armies, and after the 
fashion of the gods of the earth (though with different procedures) 
they were worshipped under the ground; just as in Palestine too 
there was a strong mortuary cult—severely condemned by the 
Hebrew prophets who instead taught departure to Sheol, far beneath 
the earth.’* Like tombs in Palestine, the royal graves of Mycenae 
became places of worship, and conversely other shrines in Greece 
were wrongly believed to be andent graves. In many temples, too, 
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were shown the relies of legendary heroes and heroines, regarded 
with reverence or, m later and more cynical days, with amusement. 
The supposed tusks of the Calydonian boar slain by Meleager (page 
393) were removed by Augustus from Tegea to his gardens at Rome, 
and a swan’s egg, like the one laid by Leda to give birth to Helen, 
was hung with ribbons from the ceiling of a temple at Sparta. 

These, how-ever, are frivolities in total contrast with Sophocles’ 
solemn revelation of what these demonic figures from the past still 
meant to Greek religion. They transcended the gulf between men 
and gods, and how this could happen is iUustrated by the story of 
Oedipus, whom the gods had struck down but now lifted up. 
Here is not the shaken old man cut dow‘n to size whom £uripides 
was to present, but a hero regenerated through suffering, endurance 
and death. Just as Oedipus in life had possessed an awe-inspiring 
grandeur and more than human passion, a heroic quality already 
linking him with divinity, so bis death also was more marvellouG and 
terrible than, any man’s. 

^^'hat fate took Oedipus no living soul 
On earth, save only Theseus, can declare. 

Either the gods took him, or the earth 
In good will opened up its lightless caves. 

For with no lamentations was his passing. 

Nor Sad with pamful sickness, but most like 
A miracle. And if my words seem mad, 

I ask no grace of those who think them so A‘ 

m final resiing-place U the grave of the beneficent yet awesome 
Eumerudes (page 194), and this play is comparable to the Eujaoiiiia 
of Aeschylus as Sophocles’ drama of atonement and absoJuiloti, 
The comparison is maintained by the Athenian mUitu of the event. 
Attempts made by Creon and Polynices to rcciaim Oedipus for 
Thebes are frustrated (though in alternative versions he has not left 
that aty), and his death and burial arc placed at Colonus on the 
outsl^ of Athens—or, according to other aooonms, m Athens 
Itself, where his grave was later shown in the precinct of the 
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Euraenidcs berweto the Aaopcjis and the Areopagus, There was an 
ancient Icxa] legend that only the kings of Athens, and when they 
were abolished the officials who succeeded to some of their duties, 
knew the eract spot. The transfiguration, the working out of god^s 
purpose, belongs to Athens and its national hero Theseus (page 391), 
and Sophocles hymns his city at the contemporary height of its 
brilliance on sea and on Land, before the Peloponnesian War brought 
it down. 

Last and grandest praise J sing 
To Athens, nurse of men, 

For her great pride and for the splendour 
Destiny has conferred on her . .« 

That lover of our land 1 praise again. 

Who found our horsemen fit 

For first bestowal of the curb and bit. 

To discipline the stallion in his prime; 

And strokes to which our oarsmen sing. 

Well-fitted, oak and men, 

Whose long sca-oars in wondrous rhyme 

Flash from the salt foam, foUowing 

The hundred-footed sea-wind and the gull.** 

Omitting such elements of patriotism, T. S. Eliot based much of his 
play The Eider Swesmatt (1958) upon Sophocles^ Oedipus at Cohnm. 
But as Qaverton in this version reaches his List resting-place, he 
finds ghosts more implacable than the easily propitiated Eumcnidcs 
of Sophocles, until he is able to accept responsibility for the influence 
he has exerted on others; and then he goes serenely to his death. 
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chapter 8 


ANTIGONE 


7 Thi Story of th Antigone T&U by Sophocks 

Out of TTicban palace—formerly the home of cheir father 
Oedipus—Antigone and her sister Ismenc appear. Thebes has recently 
been ^ieged by an Argive army led by the Seven j their chief was 
the girls' exiled brother Polynices, whose brother Etcocles had 
driven him out of the city in order that he himself might be sole 
king. The two men have killed one another in single combat„ but the 
invaders w'trc thrown back, and now Antigone reveals to her sister a 
fateful edict pronounced by their uncle King Creon. For Creon has 
decreed that only Eteocles should receive honourable burial. The 
corpse of Polynices, on the other hand, since he has shown himself 
the enemy of his countty, is to be thrown out and left lying in the 
plain, a prey for the birds. The penaltj^ for anyone who attempts to 
bury him is death. 

Antigone cells her sister she is determined to disobey this impious 
order, and appeals to Ismenc to help her. But Ismene does not dare 
to agree, and Antigone casts her off—^since apparently the laws of 
the gods mean nothing to you*. The chorus of lieban elders 
enter and tell the story of the war, naming Polynices as the 
aggressor and describing how he and his brother met in dud 
and fell. Creon ap]>ears and informs the elders of his edict, declaring 
it a reward for pamodsm and a penalty for treason. His hearers 
acquiesce— 
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ANTIGONE 


For you can make such rulings as you will 
About the living and about the dead ■ ^. 

'WTiat other order would you give us^ then? 

OifON: Not to cake sides with any who disobey- 
C3H0RIIS : No fool is fool as fat as loving deaths 

Nevertheless^ a guard now arrives with the news that some uniden’- 
lificd person has already carried out runcral rites for Polynices, by 
performing the symbolic act of sprinkling dust upon his body. 
Creon dismisses the guard with threats of a horrible fate if he does 
not iind those who have committed this treasonable deed. But the 
action prompts the elders to meditate upon man’s daring and 
inventiveness and resource, which bring him triumph if he obeys 
divine and human laws, but ruin if he disregards them. 

Words also, and thought as rapid as air, 

He fashions to his good use; statecraft is his, 

And his the skiB that deflects the arrows of snow', 

The spears of winter rain. From every wind 
He has made himself secure—from all but one: 

In the late wind of death he cannot stand. 

0 clear intelligence, force beyond all measure 1 
O fate of man, w'orking both good and evU I 
WTien the laws are kept, how' proudly his city stands I 
WTien the law’s are broken, what of his city then? 

Never may the anarchic man find rest at my hearth, 

Never he it said thai my thoughts are his thoughts.’ 

But they break off in distress as Antigone herself is led in by the 
guard. Interrogated by Creon, she answ'crs that she knew of his 
decree, bur had nevertheless paid burial honours to her brother 
Pol) jiices because she believed that no human law' can rise above 
the law s of heaven. Compared to these, she declares, her death is of 
no importance. Creon sw'Cars that she shall indeed die a dreadful 
death. Ismene, whom he likewise suspects, is now brought in, and 
begs to die with her sister who refuses her plea, however, as ‘unjust*. 


MYTHS OF THE GREEKS AND ROMANS 

Ismcne then urges Creon to reprieve Antigone, but fails, even when 
she appeals to Antigone’s betrothal to his own son Haemon. Creon 
sends the sisters into the palace as prisoners, denouncing both of 
them. The elders speak of the grim fate which has cursed the roj-al 
house of Thebes, one generation after another. But any greatness in 
human life, they add, brings doom, and the victims of those tricked 
by hope know nothing until they have walked into the flames. 

Haemon enters, to plead with his father Creon for the life of his 
destined bride. He argues with restraint, and shows solicitousness 
for his father’s position. But after receiving angry and stinging 
rebukes in reply, he goes aw-ay, telling Creon they will never see 
each other again. The king then discloses to the chorus what kind of 
death he has decided for Antigone. 

To take her where the foot of man comes not. 

There shall 1 hide her in a hollowed cave 
Living, and leave her just so much to cat 
As clears the city from the guilt of death.* 

The elders, however, choose this moment to celebrate the power of 
loN’c, and to stress that none can resist itt for love was what caused 
this present quarrel between kinsmen. When Antigone is taken out 
by Creon s servants, on their way to the tomb, the chorus declare 
that her death will bring her renowm. She compares her fate to that 
of Niobc, daughter of Tantalus, who, after Apollo and Artemis had 
killed all her children, was turned to stone from w'ceping. But the 
elders attribute her end to her owm ovcrboldncss, which has dashed 
her heavily against the lofty pedestal of Justice. 

You showed respect for the dead. 

So we for you: but power 

Is not to be thwarted so. 

Your self-sufficiency has brought you down.* 

As Creon returns and orders her to be immured forthwith, Antigone 
asserts her belief in the loving welcome she will find from her 
father, mother and brother beyond the grave. ‘The wise,’ she says, 
‘will know my choice was right’—for even children or a husband 
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I. The Trojan War 



I 

Mcnclaiw, meeting 
Helen for the first time, 
is overcome and dnips 
his da^er; red-figured 
vase of 4th centur>- BC 


2 

Mcnclaus and Hector fighting over a fallen warrior: on a plate of the 
71 h centur) BC. frcjm Camirus in Rhodes 




3 Achilles and .V)ax playing at dice: painted by the Athenian artist 
Kxecias, who in the late 6th century BC rendered uumkI and repose as 
well as action 


4 Ajax carrying the body of Achilles, whose death at the hands of Paris 
(f»r Apidlo) was told in the ."tethiopis, now lost. 'Phe Francois vase, an 
early Attic masterpiece (c. 570 BC) 











5 According ici the Jethoph (ascribed lo Arctinusi tjf Miletus), PenihusiEua 
and her Ama^dnsi tame to 1 'nu-^s aid afitr l ltciriir's deaths Achilles 
killed her hui sjricvcd; here he is tarrying her hjdv 


'I'he ghtKt Achilles leaping armuured and helmered over a Cireek 
ship in Troy’s harbemfr The ghosi insisted on the sicrijice of Priam*s 
daughter, Polyxena; and she was slain on Achilles’ tomb 










7 

Achilles binding the wounds of 
Pairoclus: on a drinking cup from 
Vuld in Etruria {c. 500 bc) 








Helen pours our a drink for her lover’s father Priam, king of Troy: red- 
figured plate 


9 

Odysseus (right) and Diomede, raiding the 'Projan lines, surprise Dolon 
out on patrol and kill him 










J^da and I he swan (Zeus), the pirents oflklcn; dnwn bv Mlchelarircki 
(i475”I5^H) 












II 

Paris judges the beauty of Hera, Athene and AphroditCi, to M'horn he 
awards the prizei a story dating from the 7th eentury bc ntndcritd by 
Pierre Renoir (1841-1^19) 




1’he flowinjn designs and marine subjeets of later Minoan art: a thrce- 
handEcd bowl daring frfjm shortly before ihc downfall of this Cretan 
Bronze Age dvUiaation (r. 1450 bc) 



M 

Lions and sphinxes nn a 6rh 
centurj bow l from Gjrinih^ 
ihc largest scale producer of 
poijery in fhls ^>rfcnral«ing^ 
period 


'J‘hc ausrerely rectangular 
designs Jtf rfic Gctjmcirie art 
which nourished in the early 
Iron Age of Greece—the so- 
called ‘fJark Age”: a vase nf 
the yth ccniurv nr 









^5 

I'linLTil or bn lit sct-ncs, such m ihk, ditc from the years (r. 750 Bt;) 1* hen 
the fiiiiJ was reachiiry: its hnal form—and nwy ihcniseli'cs rvpresciiE 
mythidogical i hemes 












IL The Odyssey 


I'fi 

Pnsidon, god of the sea—whom (^yswcus angered. 
On a silver coin of Ptjsidunia (Picsturn) in south- 
viesicm lialy (r. 520 lit) 




*7 

Odysseus ijcd to the nusi, at his own request (iVihcjwing 
CJrce’s advice), iu order that he might resist the Sirens^ 
song; red-figured Athenian vase 










Odysseus and the nymph Calypso^ Allas’ daiig;htcr, with whom he stayeil 
lor seven years tm the island of ‘where the sqa’^s navcF 



*9 

CXJysMus wife Penelope weaving her nc\'er“einding iapesEr\\ imponruntd 
by suitors^ as Odysseu-s’ ship is seen returning home; by the Umhriin 
painter Pinturiechio (ilcriurdino 1434-1513 





20 

A colossil A-ssyrtan statue of CiiU 
gimcsh (early isit millerinium tiC), 
whiise deeds were handed down from 
ihe ijumerians to one Mesopotamian 
civilU-ation after another 


21 



Gili^amesh of Unit, the Sumerian her^i who wanders afar and visits the 
other world like OdvsieusJ on this Uabylontm gretm sione scaMf* 22OT 
Be:) he and his friend llntldu are wrcstUnij with bulls, like the Hull ot 
I leaven whoni thev slew iccordmi; to the epie stories 




III. The Gods of the Theogony 


22 

The peaks of Mount Olympus, home of the gods; on the borders of 
Macedonia and Thessaly 







Tht kitig rtf ihe gods: Zeus on a coin of Klis^ of 
[he 4th centurv flC- I'hc Klcans pnetiideti over the 
Olympic games, held every four years in honour 
£>f the deity 


Marduk standing beside the dragon Tiamatf 
demon of the water}' chatis: their struggle is 
a Ikby Ionian version of the ccmibat-Tinyth so 
often found in Greek mythology. On a I,apis 
L,3 zuII cylinder ot the i^rh century" bc 





















KrfWj the prtJcreativc deity tjf Hesiiicl and Plato—not yet 
(Iceaycd to the prettiness nl’thc later Cupid—on a bronjfc 
tnimir Irom Etruria 


/eus seated^ in the presence of Pi»}»idim, Apollo^ llithyla (goddess of 
child-btnh) and Hercules, Zeus bas given birth to Athene from his head. 
Beneath his throne arc two athletes 
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Athene: dciail uf an 3mphi>ra from Eiriiria (f* 5^0 bc) 










28 

The primcN’al crime of the jealous 
father: Cronus devouring one of his 
children. The horrors of the Thcogony 
evoked by Francisco Goya (1746-1828) 



29 

Hesiod euided by his Muse: engraving 
for the fheogony^ by G. Braque (b. 1^2) 



>1^ 







yy 

Nightj (me ft}ur sraiue.'i^Nighij Day, Di^^n ancl Dusk 

—by Michtliugciti in the Medici Chapel ai Florence. 
Accordinij lo llcsiitd, Nighi and hrebus were brtiiighi 
forth by primeval Chaos 



















IV. Apollo 



'lilt Ji^'inc cliildrtn of Zciii and Lcnn Aptdlo and 
AritmiH {Dlina) hv Albrecht Durcr (1471-152S) 





















The Apollo of Vcii: terracotta statue of the early 5th century BC l*he 
Etruscan artists show mure vivacity and less anatomical interest than 
the lonians who were their teachers 


ITie temple of Apollo at Delphi: shrine of the P>'thian oracle, on the 
slopes t)f Parnassus, overliMtking the plain and gulf 
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The Minoan Great Mother as Lady of the Snakes: or her 
priestess. Perhaps part of the furniture of a chapel of 
f. 1600 BC at Cnossus 




35 

The mysteries of l>emeter 
(Ceres): Tripiolemus, founder 
of agriculture, pours from a jug 
into a dish held by the seated 
goddess. Behind her stands her 
daughter Persephone 
(Proserpina, Kore), the maid 
whom Pluto abducted to Mades 
for four months of the year 
(June-()ctober) 


36 

Dcmeter sits mourning for her daughter: one of the finest cla^cal 
conceptions of divinity’, by a sculptor in the 4*h century BC of Cnidus, 
in south-western Asia Minor 





38 

Artemis slaying Actac«)n i\ho had 
Iu4ikcd up«)n her nakedness: on a 
red-figured mixing bowl 


37 

ITante Gabriel Rossetti (1828-82) 
show^ Persephone holding the magic 
pomegranate: by eating it she was 
d(M)med to return to Hades for a part 
of every year 







39 

Artemis (Diana) surprised by Actacon: one of the 
deeply felt, sometimes terrify'ing, evocations of Greek 
muholog)' by Titian (1487-1576) 




V. The House of Agamemnon 


■t® 

Gianbattlsta 1 icpolo (1692-1769) makes the sacrifice of Iphigcnia 
by her father, Agamemnon—one of Aeschylus’ grimmest htnrors 
into a scene of rococo elegance. Artemis watches from above 



! 








4 * 

A mask of ihin gold laid upon the face of a dead, bearded prince t>f 
Mycenae (r. 1550-1500 bc), whose rulers, in myth and perhaps also in 
fact, were of the ht>asc of Agamemnon. Schliemann telegraphed to the 
Kaiser that he had found Agamemnon’s own tomb. 





42 Elecrra (far left) exults, ai Clytemnesira 

diseovers her sun Orestes, dajtger in hand, civcr 
the fallen Acgisthus: A^arnemnern is a%'cnycd 










(Designs fur the costunit of OytcmnirsTn in the Old \ ic 
production of the OresTcU^ November 1961 





VI. Prometheus 



IVomerhtliri straR^lin^ the vuliurc (or tai^^Ie) seni by 
E!j r«d upon hLs liver; the sculptor is Jacques 
Lipchitz According! to mother version 

Heracles^ invoking Ap^jllo^ shot the bird through the 
heart 





45 

Prnmcthcui meditating iipi>n maTi, whom he 
hi about lo bring to life; iS Zeus, Position, 
Ilcrmcs iiul Kera waick A myth know n 
from Pausanias and Horace^ here seen on a 
Roman sarcophapus 



VII. Oedipus 



4b 

(^dipu^ 5 ioU'cS the 
nJdle of the i^phinx, 
on a red-tigured pbtc 
Jf, 470 BC\ Originating 
in Egi pt {where it had 
been mote), the 
sphinx, in its fcmaie 
version, had been 
shown as 1 munster In 
the oricntaliiting period 
of Greet an but was 
now more classical In 
appeatance 



47 

Oedipus puts out his eyes as hjcasla stabs herself; Antigone supports 
the blinded Oedipus as Ereocles and Polynices fight a due!. Ibvo 
miniatures illustrating an edition of Seneca’s (1475) 






48 

Heracles brings the thrcc-hcadcd, snake- 
tipped, hound Cerberus, guardian of the 
underworld, to his alarmed master King 
Eur)sthcus of Tir> ns: on a water-pot fiom 
Ccrvctcri (C'jerc) near Rome (r. 525 bc) 


VIII. The Labours of 
Hercules 


^9 

Cerberus: a watei- 
colour of William 
Blake (1757-1827) to 
illustrate Dante’s 
Inferno 




50 

A labour of Heracles: 
on a western island, 
Kr)theia, he fights the 
thrcc-hcadcd (or 
thrcc-bodicd) monster 
Gcr)on, while Athene 
stands behind him. 
Gcryon’s sister was 
Echidna, half-woman 
and half-scrpcnt 








5 > 

Admctus being told, in the presence of his wife Alccstis, that he 
must die unless another volunteers to take his place: a fresco from 
a house at Pompeii 















1 
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l ieracles britigii AIccscis hack fmm Hades iq Admcius: 
paintini; by L, Gallocbe (1(170-1761) 



IX. Dionysus 


53 

Silenuii, insimctor and ciinipanlon tif 
Dionvsus: on a silver coin of Pantitapaeiim 
un ibe Straits of Kcricb, 4th century lit: 



54 

A MaetiaJ tn ecsiasv, un 
a red-licnircd vise 
depleting Dionyslic 
revels (f. 50Q Bt). 
AJumed with skins and 
wreaths nf ivy, oak c>r hr, 
the Maenads were 
idealized versions of ihc 
ecstatic, demimiic 
vvornen who had 
participated in the god’s 
Thracian orgies 




55 

Satyr earn ing off 
nvenph: silver coin of 
Thiso 3 (r. 530 an 
island oEFTnrace, the 
land in which the 
worship of Dionysus 
w as believed ut have 
originated 


5 * 

The Intoxicaiion of Winct icrticotta 
group by Qodion (1738-1814) 






















57 

Michc'hri|{i'l<r» arrwtiny conception of 
tht half-drunk Dionysus, accompanied 
by a satyr taring grrapes (14^7} 


5S 

Pcnihcu!i i()rn apart by Maenads lur 
reiecitn^^ Dionysuis—the theme of 
Euripides^ Bttafuif, rrom the J hmse of 
the Vettii at Pompeii 






X. The Argonauts 


59 

Athene supcrvisini: the ct^nstructujn cjf the by 
Arjius and Tiphes, with timber from Mitunt Peliun^ 
tin a koman rehef of the hrai century' liC 









AccorJinfr to Api'illomus, Medea’s Sffct! lulled lu sleep tlic dragon 
guarded ihc Golden Fleece. This red-Jigured cup shtjws a vivid 
alternative version of the ha^rds Jason had to undergo, in which the 
dragon Ls seen disgorging hinii. The I'lecce hangs above on a tree 


XL Orpheus: The Climax ot Virgil’s Georgies 



(ii 

Orpheus surrounded hy the animals 
his music charmed: on a. Roman 
mosaic at Palermo 
















bz 

‘'Vicns ircmpcr res culsses 
^ivcc niiii Jans le %‘tn 
nciuvt-au”: the Second 
Cfargie of Virgil 
illustrated by Umtoyer 
Segonzae (b. 1SS4) 




Orpheus with his lyre, 
imoug ghtJsTs fmiti the 
unJerwcjrld: bronze 
fountain at Suxkholm* by 
Carl Milles {ifl75-i955)- 
The hrst extant accuunt of 
Orpheus and Eurydlce is 
in Virgirs Fourth Georgic 




XII. Before Romulus 



65 Claude Lorrair paint erd serene, n^istal^ic deturcs of Virgil’s 

Tulian scenes; but here is Aeneas un his way from Troy, arriving at 
Aprtllo^s island of Delos, ruled by ils pricsi’kin[f Anius' 


64 Tumcr^s vision of the Golden Bough, held aloft beside I^ke Nenii by 
the runaway slave challenging the prtesi-king of Diini (Artemis) in 
single combat: the myth of Aricb that inspired !>ir Janic-s Fras'cr^s UmiL. 
Another such Bough admitted Aeneas to the Underworld 









66 

Aenea.'i rescuing his lather 
Anchlscs and s<m Ascanius I'rnm 
the mins nf JVny: on a brass 
coin of Antoninus Pius {ad 1413-4) 


XIIL Roman Legend and Cult 



hy This she-wolf outside the Pala22u 
Pnbblko at Kicna, by Giovanni 
di Tiirino (1459)^ Ls the city^s arms 



Mars descends thnnigh the air to the Vestal Mrgin daughter of 
Numitor, Rhea Nil via „ who bore him Romulus and Rcnins+ 

I'hc head is of Antuniniis Ptus 







69 

'Phc Riiiman Forum vi hen it was over^rnwTi: hy Ciovannii llaitisia 
Pinnest {i7;c3-7S) 



7 « 

I he itranJeur uf Jupiter Capliolinus^ w colnoisal fissure., with 
thuEiderhcjIt and sceptre, protects the empewrs Marcus Aurelius and 
l.ucius V'erus. ITic ptirtraiT shtnvs Venus («> i6W) 

7 » 

ITie^temple Jupiter^ Juno and Minerva on the Capitn]. Destroyed by 
fire in the civil wars, it was rcsti»reJ bv \'csna-sian, whose Cinn this is 
(ad 76) 
















72 

Kumulu^^ advances with spear and trophy: 
a brass medillicuri of 0>mm^jdus (ad 177]! 



73 

The Rape of the J>abinc Women by the Romans^ 
who were afraid their stock ^uu!d Jie out: by 
Nicolas Poussin (15(^4-16^5)1 (^ne of many 
painters to portray the theme 






7 ^ 

Lucreria, vlchljicJ by 
Sextus Tari|^umius, 
stabs herseU; a 
paint me' by Lucas 
Cranach 



XIV, 

Ovidiiin Heroes and Heroines 



75 

d«l Follamwlti (1453-9S), or a pupS^t shows Daptinc^ chaH:J 
by AptUlu, turning into a Uurt;] Crcrc 





7 ^ 

Thisbc iipun the dying Pyrimiis, and subs herself. 

*rhc Imness. whith he thi.»ijght had kilted her is seen behind. Fresco 
at a house in Pompeii 





77 

My ramus arid 'rhisht Hit dead hesilde 
one another, and sbtmts. of a mulbcm 
tree grow from their bodies, 'litis i2th' 
uentury Cambrai relief recalls the 
popularity of [he iiiyih in medieval 
[imts 





78 Narcissus beside ibe ptml, ^a^icd ai by Echu and Eros (Cupid): by 
Piius^in^ w ho excelled at the mterprctaitii'n of Dvid^s ntyths 



79 The kdi-hand Bg^ure is NarcissuSt in the pool; the other hgurc holds an 
egg through which a narcissus has bl(>s?»<jmcd. The picrurc by ^Salvator 
Dali (b. 1904)1, is called Mfiiimarffiesii t)/ jV^rfiVryj 










So EuRipa. Cdrricd oHT by Zciis (Jfupiitrr) in the trubic of a bull: a relief 
i>l the sixth octiiurx uc from a temple at Selinu^ in Sicily 




8i 


Theseus sliiyin^ the Minoiaur. Ariadne had given him a hall 
tif thread to Hnd his way out ot the lahyrinth aficiViards 



The vvedding*gut-s[ of his friend Piriihous the Lapith, 
'Jltescus joined in a light v^ith the tjeniaurs who hid 
assaulted Ijpith women i i Roman relief of the ist 
century 






The hbyrinth constructed by i>iedalxi5i at Mintfs^ 
request iS a prison for the Minotaur; a migic symhol 
uf ini fiat inri (espccialiy to the underworld) in miniy 
tmlUorcs and reli^ons. Silver coin t>F Cnnssus, 4rli 
century bc> with head of Hen 



«4 

Ariadne abandoned by 
Theseus on the island of 
Naxos{IJia): illustntion 
for a I5th-ccntur>' 

French edition of CiKud's 
IlfFitiJn. Dionv-sus 
found her there and 
irtamcd her 



















85 

In her dream Pasiphae wears the horns of the hull that gave her the 
Mini»taur as her son: a theme of Montherlant’s Pasiphae, illustrated by 
Henri Matisse 





86 

The Minotaur has been a favourite, equivocal subject of 
Picasst), espwally in the 1930s «hen violence seemed 
particularly imminent 











*7 

Icaru-s, given wings by hi-s father Daedalusn flew too near the sun; the wax melted, 
and he fell to bis death in the sea. Wax and hone relief bv Michael Avrion 
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KH 

i!> 3 cd 2 ]u-St artist^ craftsman^ inveninr, who made wings for 
himself and hi^ son ro escape fr£>m Mintjs of Crtic. Bronze 
by Michael Ay non {1960) 






Icirus falling fn^m 

the sky, H heft 
Phcwiius ihc sun- 
god (idcjEiiihcd 
liuh AfMiHo) 
watches from his 
chariot. Fresco 
from the House 
of the Priesr 
Amandus at 
Pitcnpeii (early ist 
century .uj) 


Head of the Gorgon [>ii a silver coin of Ncapohs 
(Cavalla) in Macedonia (fjith centurv Bc). Daughter of 
The marine deities Phorcv'S and Ceio. at the moment 
of her death she gave birth to the winged htjrse 
Pcgisus and to Chry saor, father of the monsters 
Geiy on and Fchidna 







Pcrseuii swiKpps trum the sky n> rtsjeue Andromeda: by 'ritian. The 
stein Eniy hivg played a part In fDrnnriy:^ the myth td Gcorye and 
the dragon 




gi Dcjucalmn and Pyrrha, af[cr the K[i«hd, thmwbii 
bohknd thtm snim-s {^'thtir brnics") which 

lurnctl into a new luunan race, Drawinjj aiirihuted 
liuhe Lomhard artist C. PrtK:aL'cini (isfii’-iOzg) 












































Baucis and Phtknmn rcccivinijjj Jupkcf and 
Mercury ai rheir humble table. By Bramantinu 
(B. Suardi) (7455-1536). Painters treated the 
Supper at bimmaus (Luke XXIV, 30) similarly 







XV. Cupid and Psyche 



94 Mercury (Hermes) brining P.syche to the pjiace of heaven: the 
happy ending of Apuleius’ sttiry, engraved in the early i6th 
century by J. Caraglio 
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Cupid earning uft" Psyche: i lerricntta i^uup of HclIenisiEc date frum 
Tanagra in Boctiiia 



XVL Hero and I^eander 

Hcrci priesic!iii of Aphrodite (Venus) ar Si-siiLs, Jk'ihcs i lamp so 
that her lover Learder, swimming lo her from Abvdiis, shall find 
ihe shore: by J. M. ^V, Turner 



The Death of Procris 
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Procris, spving on her husband Cxphalus as he Is out hunimg, has 
made the bushes rustle and is aetldcntally shot and tilled bv him. 
Un comes up<m her h«idy* Pamiing by the Ftorcntloc Fiem di 
cjisimo (1461-1521) 



/^^rfGON£ 


could have been replaced, but never her brother, for whom she had 
performed this final service. She cries out asking what divine justice 
she has disobeyed, and which of the gods she can call her ally: for 
it IS they who w'ill judge whether she or the odier side are wrongs 
Antigone is sent away, and the chorus, thinking of her rock)' tomb, 
sing of Danae w'ho wus immured by her father Acrisius of Argos 
but visited by Zeus in golden rain; of Lycurgus who raged at Diony¬ 
sus and was pent in a rock-wahed prison; and of Qcopacra—daughter 
of Boreas, and wife of Thracian Phineus—whom fdoihca, taken by 
her husband in her place, so hated that she put out the eyes of 
Cleopatra’s two sons. 

in by a boy, the old, blind prophet Tircsias has an urgent 
warning for the king. The omens show- that the gods are angiy' with 
Thebes, and the king’s edict is the cause of this taint* 

All of the altars of the town arc choked 
With leavings of the dogs and birds; their feast 
Was on that fated, fallen Polynices. 

So the gods will have no offering from us, 

Not prayer, nor flame of sacrifice. The birds 
Will not cry out a sound 1 can disttoguish, 

Gorged with the greasy blood of that dead man . *. 

Yield to the dcadl^ 

Creon furiously refuses to abandon his plan, charging Tiresias with 
complicity in a plot fomented by seditious Thebans. This goads the 
prophet into declaring that Creon shall pay with his own son^s life 
for his double sin: the detention of the dead among the lining, and 
the imprisonment of the living among the dead* He leaves, but 
Creon is shaken, for he, like the chorus, has never know'n a prophecy 
of Tiresias to be wTOng. 

So the king decides to give way. He sets out with his servants for 
the plain, to bury the dead and set bis niece free, while the ddeis 
pray joyfully that Dionysus may come with healing power to his 
beloved Thebes. 

But one of his companions soon returns with a report, which is 
heard by the king’s wife Eurydice. After burning the remains of 

Q. 
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Polyniccs, Creon has found Antigone dead, by her own hand. 
Haemon was embracing her corpse, and his father appealed to him 
to come away. 

The boy looked at him with his angry eyes, 

Spat in his face and spoke no further word. 

He drew' his sword, but as his father ran, 

He missed his aim. Then the unhappy boy, 

In anger at himself, leant on the blade.* 

EurydJee passes silendy into the house, and Creon enters with 
attendants canying Haemon^s body on a bier. As the king laments, a 
messenger announces that Eurj'dice has stabbed herself beside the 
altar, her last words a curse upon Creon the slayer of her children. 
Creon prays frantically to die, but the elders can only tell him that 
no mortal escapes the doom prepared for him, and that great words 
by proud men are punished by great blows. 

2 Who h Right &jid Who h Wrong? 

In the Sev^i Against ThehfS following upon his lost Oedipus^ 
Aeschylus had told the stor)' of the strife of Eteocics and Polynices. 

Seven captains at seven gates 
Yielded their clanging arms to the god 
That bends the battle-line and breaks it. 

These tw'o only, brothers in blood. 

Face to face in matchless rage, 

Mirroring each the other’s death. 

Clashed in long combat,^ 

Aeschylus’ drama was stark tragedy unrelieved by any effort towards 
moral Justification. But one of the two brothers, Eteocles, is the 
earliest clearly draw-n tragic hero: a man w cighcd down by a double 
load, responsibility for his city’s wcH-being and awareness that his 
own grim destiny is about to be fulfilled. In Sophocles* play (f. 442-1 
Bc: wt do not know- if it won the prize of its year or what other 
tragedies were performed at the same time), the brothers arc shadow) 
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figures, for it is upon their sister Antigone that attention is centred. 
She had appeared in a scene spuriously included in Ae^hylus’ 
Srvtrty but her story had not been told by Homer or the lync poets, 
and may be derived from some little-known 1 ^ tradition. On 
another occasion, in the Otdipus at Colonus wTitten not far from 
forty years later, Sophocles tells of the love that Oedipus had borne 
Antigone,* as she also loved him; yet she fails to sway his will,* 
although by means of her love she has mitigated his suflfering. At the 
end of the Oedipus at Colonus, he entrusts his daughters to the 
.\thenian Theseus, who gives them a safe conduct back to Thebes.'® 
The Antigone tells of the sequel. But it does not refer to what 
has gone before, for more rapidly than any other Greek tragedy it 
plunges into its own theme, in a tense opening that leads straight to 
catastrophe. In certain of Sophocles* other pUys, for example the 
Ajax and the Trachinian fVomen, the speeches are sometimes 
argumenudve and non-dramatic, soliloquies which develop a thesis 
of their own rather than the story of the myth. In the Antigtme 
however the speeches, although elaborate and tending to abstraction 
—as the heroine, for example, appeals to her principles—are 
generally relevant to the character of their speaker and the remorse¬ 
less development of the action. Many attempts have been made to 
read into what is said references to current philosophy and thought, 
as well as to the dangerously immoral statecraft of the day that 
would, before long, make its contribution to the downfall of Athens. 
Topical allusions have likewise been seen in choral pronouncements 
such as the Ode to Man (page 239)—® meditation on the precarious- 
ncss of happiness and order which could be regarded as a humanist 
manifesto. Sophocles was w'ell aware of the sophistical ‘new thinking 
which pervades Euripides (page 263), but his severe, heroic trend is 
to resist such undermining ways. 

The myth is made into a bitter and disastrous clash bctw’cen two 
passionately held principles. The clash involves individual human 
destinies, but also provides a test case with widely reverberating 
repercussions. The theme is collision betwreen individuals and their 
political rulers—between private conscience and public authority. 
The protagonists also debate the competing claims of the divine 

243 


MYTHS OF THE GREEKS AND ROMANS 

law upon which the individual relies, and of those human laws with 
W'hich the politidan opposes her. The divine law is expressed, not in 
direa divine intervention, but in the existence of an inner moral 
standard. For Antigone, like many Greeks, appealed to ‘unwritten 
laws\ W'hich represent something more universal than any particular 
law existing at any particular place or time* Heraclitus bad written 
of a ‘common law* rooted in nature,^ and Antigone too daims super¬ 
human sanction for a natural law, the violator of w'hich is inescapably 
punishedAt the bitter end, Creon admits this** (and Socrates was 
later quoted as repeating that the consequence was inevitable).** 
Pericles, early in the Peloponnesian War, was to speak of unwritten 
laws in the Funeral Speech ascribed to him by Thucydides 
(43 ^ Bc);** and Aristotle wrote of a universal law^ of Nature, and of 
‘the unwritten principles which may be said to be universally rctxign- 
lzcd**“ The conception was to have a long and varied future in the 
natural law of the Stoics which so greatly influenced the legal systems 
of Rome, 

Antigone proclaims the ctemitj' and validity of this code* 

Your edict, King, was strong. 

But all your strength is w'cakness itself against 
The immortal unrecorded laws of God* 

They arc not merely now. They were, and shall be. 
Operative for ever, beyond man utterly, 

I knew I must die, even without your decreet 
I am only mortal* And if I must die 
Now, before it is my time to die. 

Surety this is no hardship 1 can anyone 
Living, as 1 live, with evil all about me, 

Think Death less than a friend? This death of mine 
Is of no importance; but if I had left my brother 
Lying in death unburied, I should have suffered. 

Now I do not.*^ 

Her actioQ is based not on general principles only, but on intense 
love and loyalty for her brother* These sentiments are expressed, at 
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oQe point, m almost incohereni self-commiming,“' which seemed to 
ninetecntlMKiitury critics to imply an unromanric neglect for moth^ 
and quite different obligation of Antigon<^-namcIy, her relationship 
with Haemon, who loved her and was to marry her (there is a ghastly 
tragic irony in her belief that he is unfaithful). These Imes have 
shocked more than one critic into suppesing them spurious. But 
if they are confused it is only because, wearily fumbling in the dark¬ 
ness, she is none the less instinctively certain, without the need for 

Logical arguments, that she is right. 

Shocking, too, is the manner in which, within the span of a 
hundred lines, Antigone and her sister ismene are tom helplessly 
apart. 

iSMENEr We are only women, 

We cannot fight with men, Antigone 1 
The law is strong, we must give in to the law' 

Tn this thing, and in worse. 1 beg the dead 
To forgive me, but I am helpless 11 must yield 
To those in authority* And 1 think it is dangerous 
business 

To be always meddling. 

ANTiGONEt If that is what you think, 

I should not want you, even if you asked to come. 

You have made your choice, you can be what you want 
to be. 

But I will bury him; and if I must die, 

I say that this crime is holy. 1 shall lie down 
With him in death, and I shall be as dear 
To him as he to me. 

It is the dead, 

Not the living, who make the longest demands: 

We die for ever * * , 

You may do as you like. 

Since apparently the laws of the gods mean nothing 
to you.^' 
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Such harshness in Antigone is not intended, as some have thought, 
as part of a ‘tragic flaw* in her character (page 223) which strikes her 
down. The chorus, recalling her family*s doom, are justified in 
finding her stubborn like her father;*® but this is because she is 
acting, though no one understands her, for a principle and a passion. 
The test case ukes an extreme form. Although the correctness of 
burial rites w-as still of great importance to the Greeks—as they had 
been m Homer’s time—the circumstances here are technical and 
ritualistic. The principle is reduced to its barest terms—the sprink¬ 
ling of a little dust upon the body (though tourists to Thebes were 
later shown ‘Antigone’s drag’, where she dragged the body to the 
pjTe). And then her repetition of this homage, whether necessary in 
religion or not, stresses the conservative, almost mystic deliberate¬ 
ness of her actions. 

It has been protested that the martyr for a great and universal cause 
is not an appropriate central figure for a tragedy. But was this how 
Sophocles regarded Antigone.^ As the play swiftly takes its course, 
w'e see her courage, her voluntary almost ferocious self-sacrifice 
coming from an mner necessity, with no reward but the cold comfort 
of knowring that she did right, and that posterity would understand 
this: a true Sophoclean hero whose grandeur appears in her destruc¬ 
tion. WTiether she ought to have performed her deed or not the drama¬ 
tist does not say. At all events, her deed brought no one happiness. But 
we should not expect Sophocles to point to easy rewards for goodness. 
Not he, but Euripides (in a play or plays that are lost) introduced a 
happy ending, in which the contestants were reconciled by Dionysus. 

The ways in which mistakes receive their retribution are some¬ 
times mysterious in tragedy (page 224). But this docs not apply to the 
Antigonef which displays in detail how Creon paid the penalty for 
his own wrongful decisions. For, whether Antigone was perfect or 
not, Creon was at fault. This brother of Jocasta is given quite 
different roles in Sophocles’ three Theban plays. His position in the 
Antigone is so conspicuous that he almost deserves a place in its title, 
for when Antigone has disappeared it is on Creon’s fate that our 
attention is focused. This is one of a number of Greek plays in which 
the unity lies in the action, and in contrasted characters, rather than 
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in the dominance of a single personality. Yet although Creon, 
speaking for the world, the state and expedienc)', has a respectable, 
reasonable, and therefore important case, his conception of duty is 
lower than Antigone’s: they use the same terms to mean different 
things, and she has the better of him. Moreover, because his con¬ 
ception is not high enough, it leads him, not only into offences 
against common humanity, but into impiety. It was flouting the 
underworld gods (by creating a dangerous border-line magical state) 
to consign Antigone to her tomb while she was alive. Besides, these 
divinities had already been defrauded of Polynices, since in view of 
his unburied state the formal making over of his corpse to the 
powers beneath the earth could not take pbcc—the ghost of one 
unburied could not secure admission to Hades. The gods above, too, 
were polluted by corpses left in their realm. All this i^as Creon s 
doing. Furthermore, he is made by Sophocles (though not by 
Euripides) to arrogate to himself the punishment of a woman who 
was under the guardianship of another, that is to say of his own son 
Haemon to whom she is betrothed. Haemon provides the link beti^een 
the two parts of the play, because both Antigone and Creon love him. 

Creon has a powerful sense of order, but with that special, classic 
hubris which makes important men do wrong (page 187) he tries to 
correct a moral standard over which he has no control. Perhaps he 
was the sort of totalitarian democrat whom Sophocles distrusted, 
whereas Antigone pleads the conservative cause of the great families 
threatened by the state. In any case, what Creon saw as justice was, 
in Sophocles* view, pride; and, in addition, his was the fatal error, 
characteristic of such persons, of accusing others of faults which are 
really his own. 

But after the deaths of Antigone and Haemon he says, ‘Alas, I have 
learned.* We can scarcely, in the end, withhold part of our sympathy 
from Creon. Nor, presumably, could the poet’s audiences; although on 
reflection they may not have seen, in Sophocles’ version of the mjth, 
that the playwTight retained much faith in worldly or national justice. 

Hegel, studying Sophocles’ Antigone and Creon, saw in them the 
logic of history, in which both arc wrong and both are right. Shelley, 
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however, declared that ‘some of us have, in a prior existence, been 
in love with an Andgone, and that makes us find no full content in 
any mortal de’ (i8ii); to him her act was the noble violation of a 
prejudiced society’s laws. 

During the Second World War, Anouilh followed Gide, 
Giraudoui, and Cocteau in calling upon classical mjihology to give 
permanence and universality to his dramatic ideas. Cocteau had 
written his Antigone in 1922, but it was in the days of enemy 
occupation (1942-3), tvhen the air was full of seduedve radon- 
alizations, that Anouilh turned in his play of the same name to this 
same classic embodiment of refusal; though he was for some years 
erroneously accused of collaboradonLst intentions, because of the 
eloquent persuasiveness of Creon’s arguments that power must 
necessarily involve compromise, and that someone always has to 
accept responsibility, Anouilh’s Creon is the peacemaker, in contrast 
to the interpretation of Bcrthold Brecht who made Andgone into a 
pacifist repelled by Creon’s belligerence. The Andgone of Anouilh 
is very far from a pacifist. Like his other heroines, she wants to live 
on terms so absolute and unreasonable that the world cannot find a 
place for her. She will not learn from experience or cease to ask too 
much of life i ‘I am not here to u nd erstand, i am here to say no.’ 

She stands for the purity of youthful, intransigent idealism and 
personal coasdcnce. But Anouilh pessimisdcally know^ hoW' these 
qualides are misunderstood, and how' such misunderstandings 
reveal the ugliness of the world in which society’s sluggish corrup¬ 
tion will cramp the fulfilment of her ideals, Anouilh's Andgone, 
says Sartre, is not a ‘character’ in the sense that the between-the-wars 
theatre was a theatre of characters* She represents a naked will, a 
free choice; she shows how man is ‘hurled into a life already complete 
which yet is his ovvn enterprise and in which he can never have a 
second chance; w^here he must play his cards and take nsks whatever 
the cost’. At a time when there was a demand for new codes of 
values, Andgone, invoking no divine standards or intervendons, 
rejects the old codes; she is the Outsider, who did it ‘for no one: 
for myseip. 

Berthold Brecht’s Antigtme (1948) consists of Hblderlin’s transU- 
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tioa of Sophocles with new passages added, and a prologue set m 
1945 Berlin. A more recent English version by Chmt^her Loguc 
(1961) has inspired the comment that of all classical hcTomes 
Antigone seems to be the one with most to say to the present 
generation. But of Oeon this playwright gives a new interpretation. 
The king is here a ruthless revoludonar)^ commissar, claiinmg his 
entitlement to exploit the corpse of Polyniccs—as a bour^is wun 
of law would not be entitled to—on grounds not only of Realp^Itnk, 
but of Marxist historical necessity . 
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CHAPTER 9 


HERACLES WHO CONQUERS DEATH 


I The Story of the alcestis Told by Euripides 

In front of the house of King Admetus at Pherae, Apollo tells 
how, in return for the kindness shown him w'hile he served as the 
king*s herdsman—a penance sent him by 2^us for killing the 
Cyclopes—he has saved Admetus from death, to which the king had 
been sentenced by Artemis for forgetting to sacrifice to her at his 
wedding feast. 

But Admetus would only be saved on the condition that someone 
else shall die in his pbce. No one but his wife Alcestis was willing 
to sacrifice herself for Admetus, and she lies within the house, 
breathing her last. For Death (Thanatos) is approaching and now 
arrives, to demand why Apollo is present in a house of mourning. 
Apollo pleads in vain for the life of Alcestis, but declares that there 
will soon come one more powerful than Death, who will rob him of 
his prey. But Death, unmoved, goes in to do his work. The chorus of 
citizens of Pherae lament that Alcestis is beyond all savmg. Only 
Asclepius could have saved her—if he had not died himself. 


If the eyes 

Of Phoebus* son were opened 
Still, if he could have come 
And left the dark chambers. 
The gates of Hades. 
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He upraised those who were stricken 
Down, until from the hand of God 
The flown bolt of thunder hit hini>^ 

A maid comes out of the house and tells of the noble sadness of 
Alcesds w hen she understood that her day of death was near. 

This is what Admetus and the house are losing. Had 
He died, he w'ould have lost her, but in thig escape 
He will keep the pain. It will not ever go away.* 

The citizens of Pherae pray to Zeus and Apollo for help, denying 
that marriage brings more pleasure than woe. Now Alcestis is 
brought out of the house on a couch, supported by her husband. 
As she bids him farewell, Admetus declares he will never marry or 
rejoice again, and w'ould willingly have gone beneath the earth to 
bring her back. Her little boy, too, grieves for her^ and she is carried 
inside the house to die, while the men of Pherae declare that, at 
Sparta and Athens alike, poets will sing in her honour. 

Ah! That I had the power 
To bring you back to the light 
From the dark halls of Hades, 

And from the waves of Cocytus 
With the oar of the river of hell! 

O, you only, 

O dearest of women, 

Vou only dared give your life 
For the life of your lord in Hades! 

Light rest the earth above you, 

0 wroman. 

If your lord choose another bridal-bed 
He shall be hateful to me 
As to your own children.* 

Heracles enters, on his way towards Thrace to fetch the wild horses 
of Diomede as one of the labours he must perform for Eurystheus of 
Tiryns. When he asks his friend Admetus why he b mourning, the 
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visitor is led to suppose, by evasive answers, that the dead woman is 
someone other than Alcestis. Nevertheless, Heracles wants to leave 
at once, fearing that his presence must be inconvenient at such a 
time. But Admetus, not wishing to be thought inhospitable, insists 
that the guest should stay. The citizens praise their king’s hospitality, 
and his richness in flocks, which even Apollo himself has tended. 

Admetus comes out with the funeral procession, and is met by his 
father Pheres with offerings for Alcestis* tomb. Admetus rejects his 
sympathy and gifts, and reviles both his father and his mother, since 
both are so old, for having refused to die for him. Pheres defends 
himself—with a reminder that Admetus still has Alcestis brother 
Acastus to reckon with. Cursing his parents, Admetus leaves with the 
body. 

The servant who has been looking after Heracles appears, and 
complains of the coarse, drunken manners of their distinguished 
visitor. Heracles, somewhat fuddled, comes on to the stage, and 
rebukes the servant for his melancholy expression. But the man 
replies by letting him know that it is Alcestis who is dead. Shocked— 
and remorseful for his own behaviour—Heracles declares that he 
wjll repay Admetus for his kindness by bringing back Alcestis from 
the grave: he will find black-robed D^th drinking a death-draught 
from the victims slain beside her tomb, and will wrestle with him 
until Death yields up his victim. As Heracles goes, Admetus and the 
chorus arrive and exchange lamentations. He cries that his wife’s 
fate is more fortunate than his own, and the men of Pherae tell of the 
terrible pow’er of Necessity, against w hom even Orpheus and Apollo 
have no herbs or drugs—without her, Zeus himself cannot fulfil his 
will. 

But now Heracles returns, leading a veiled woman by the hand. 
Apologizing for his untimely appearance as guest he asks Admetus 
if this woman, whom he has won as a prize at certain games, may 
stay at Pherae until he himself returns from Thrace. Though her 
head is covered, the woman reminds Admetus of Alcestis, and he is 
deeply distressed by this reminder of his dead wife. But Heracles 
makes him take her hand in his, and reveals that she is Alcestis whom 
he has rescued from the grave; though she cannot speak to her 
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husband, he adds, until on the third day her obJiptlons to the gods 
of the underworld will have been washed away. 

So now 

Take her and lead her inside, and for the rest of time, 
Admetus, be just. Treat your guests as they deserve.* 

Admetus presses him in vain to stajv and orders general rejoicing. 

For now we shall make our life again, and it will be 
A better one. I was lucky. That I cannot deny,* 

2 A Nfjp Look at the Myths 

The AUesds was performed in 438 BC, when Euripides was in his 
mid-forties. Its place in the programme was not that of a tragedy; 
it was acted as the fourth of four dramas, in the terminal position 
usually reserved for a satj'r-play (pge 173). The Akesth was not 
quite that, yet it was described m ancient times as ‘rather of the 
satync order*: no ordinary tragedy,, the w^ork is a disconcerting and 
somewhat fantastic mixture of tragic and comic, such as Euripides 
quite often attempts. But in the Akestis these two genres are brought 
together in so unassimilated a form that dramatic unity is strained— 
although this is part of the piquancy which makes the play appeal 
to modem audiences. 

The myth is a composite one, comprisbg the folk-tales of a 
bride s sacrifice for her husband and of the heroes successful 
encounter with death. Alcestis is the heroine of another story also— 
one of those m w'hich extraordinary tasks are performed by wooers 
(page 394)1^his case by Admetus who had AptoDo to help him. 
The present theme, of her self^acrificing love for Admetus, had 
already been handled, probably as a satyr-play, by one of the earliest 
Attic dramatists Phrymehus. 

In this myth Artemis, who had condemned Admetus to death, is a 
deity of the low'er world akin to Hecate or Persephone (to whose 
agency, in some versions, the restoration of Alcestis was due). 
Artemis is also the patron goddess of Pherae, where her sacred 
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prehistoric tomb was shown, and w’herc there were no doubt annual 
riles corresponding with the myth (page 158). Pherae was 
strategically placed near the south-eastern end of the Thessalian 
plain. At certain epochs, and especially when it owned the port of 
Pagasae, thU town controlled the export of com from Thessaly, a 
land which was as rich in grain as in horses and cattle j for example, 
a generation or two after Euripides* time, Pherae itself was to have a 
brief period of far-reaching authority, under its king Jason. In the 
sixth century BC the Thessalians had been among the leaders of 
Greece, and they had also possessed an important prehistoric 
culture, of which these myths and folk-tales are probably an echo. 

‘If I wTote on this theme as an illustration of the husband-wifc 
relationship,* Jean-Paul Sartre has recked, ‘my version wt)uld 
imply the whole story of female emancipation i the woman chooses 
the tragic course w’hen her husband has refused to face death and 
when she returns, she becomes the powerful partner, becau^ 
.Admetus will always be sneered at. Euripides does not deduce this 
final turn of events. Yet his play is, in other resits, a lesson in sex- 
equality, for this was a subject dear to Euripides heart, and the 
Alcestis is one of a group of his dramas dominated by problems of 
married life and by women experiencing various strong emotions 
here, self-sacrificing wifely love. Some have seen the present heroine 
as frigid, anti-social, humourless—‘that frightful figure, the 
thoroughly good woman*. But that does not do justice to this un- 
theatrical, direct, instinctively feminine, domestic heroine, uttering 
not just conventionally high-minded but poignant words; 

.\dmetus, Admetus ... 

You see what is happening to me now .... 

Yet this is no small thmg. 

For me to die. 1 am young, these years have been 
pleasant. 

Your father and mother, who failed you, 

.Might have died for you, and it would have been noble: 
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For they had no other son, nor any hope 
Of children after you. They might have saved you, 

And you and I could have lived out aU of our days, 

And you would not be left alone now 
With these poor children..» 

But i suppose some god 

Managed this thing to mm out as it has— 

And so let it be.' 

To return to Sartre’s proposed ending, everyone is not —^ociet)' 
being w^hat it is—going to sneer at her husband. Yet what does 
Euripides think of this man who allows his wife to sacrifice herself? 
Admetus is a good man, with all the conventional virtues such as 
nobility and hospitaht)'—which had far greater moral significance 
chan now. He is a typical product of bis class, and Heracles thinks 
him a fine fellow* But wc can say, without anachronistic calls upon 
Teutonic or Christian chivalry, that Admetus was meant to seem 
insensitive and selfish—unconsciously, like Torvand Helmet in 
Ibsen’s DoWs ifewe. Euripides characteristically unveils the weak 
spot in the myth, which is the fiaw' in Admetus’ character. Yet such 
tragedy as is to be found in this world of fantasy lies in the clash 
between these unheroic qualities and his vcr>' real misery' at the loss 
of his beloved wife, who is dying for him—and who may, in the end, 
be ^happier’ than he is* 


Woman, whoever you are, you are like Alcestis— 

Did you know it?—the same height, the same bearing— 

Heracles, Heracles I 

For God’s sake, take her away! 

1 am beaten: do not stand here tcuTuring me I 
I look at her,, and it is Alcestis that I see! 

I look at her, and my heart splits, my 
Heart is an agony of weeping: Go, 

Take her, gol 
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I think that for the first time I know what unhappiness 
is.’ 


The story has often been imitated i indeed the first Renaissance 
attempt at tragedy in the ancient style, Trissino’s Sofonisba (i 5 * 5 )> 
^^■as \^Titten under its influence. The AUcstis was the subject of 
operas by Handel and Gluck, and plays by Alfieri and Herder. A 
version by Wieland was strongly criticised by Goethe who compared 
its false sentimentality unfavourably with the realism of Euripides. 
To Robert Browning, the Greek play was ‘that strangest, saddest, 
sweetest song\ and in his retelling of the myth {Balaustion s 
Advaiture, 1871) he forecasts, with more specific optimism than 
Euripides, the change of character w’hich these events would produce 
in Admetus: 


Renovated now— 

Able to do now all herself had done. 
Risen to the height of her. 


Thornton Wilder’s Akeitiade has now been made into an opera. 
T. S. Eliot, who has written his plays withm the framework supplied 
by Greek drama (page 198), used the Alcestis as ‘a point of departure 
for Th€ Cocktail Party (1949), as he used another tragi-comedy of 
Euripides, the /<wi, for The Confidtntial Clerk (i 953 )* 

Cocktail Party Lavinia, who ‘returns’ (though not from the dead), 
has shown little of the generosity of Alcestis; but she, as well as her 
husband Edward, are compelled (like Admetus) to undergo moral 
introspection. The mysterious, god-like Reilly is inclined, like 
Heracles, to drink and sing in the house of ‘death which is here 
not death, but a failure of life. For this is Greek drama writh Christ¬ 
ianity and psychiatrv' added: 


It is a serious matter 

To bring someone back from the dead ... 
Ah, but we die to each other daily. 


The interest in human character, which is so manifest in the 
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Alcestis^ was one of Euripides* peculiar contributions to tragedy. At 
the height of Athenian imperialism, society’s >'alues were ^ing 
called in question, and the experience of the individual soul ^as 
receiving ever more attention. Euripides knows the stinging gales 
that try to beat the individual do^m, and he feels compassion wth 
nun s smvings to rise above the deadly circumstances that encompass 
him. Pity' and fear, said Aristotle, are the emotions properly 
stimulated by tragedy (page 227), and pity aroused by undeserved 
misfortune seemed to him to make the best plays. To Aristotle, then, 
the most tragic of poets was Euripides, who is the first exponent of 
pity and demonstrator of its validity. The idea was in the air, for an 
Altar of Pity was erected in the Athenian market-place only a decade 
or two after the Alcestb was written. Yet Euripides was under no 
Illusion concerning the difficulries that this quaUty imposed. As 
Orestes says in his Elcctra : 


Uneducated men arc pitiless. 

But we who are educated pity much. And we pay 
A high price for being intelligent. Wisdom hurts.* 


In i^t Akcsttt there is a rather queer happy ending, but many of 
Eunpidn other plays reveal an utterly tragic viewpoint with no 
ronsolation or comfort for the unmerited afflictions that abound. 
Man IS the helpless victim either of injustice or of irresponsible 
natural powers, and the blind or demonic forces which cause the 
chaos of events reveal no moral meaning or rational pattern. All but 
the ^Ijest plays of Euripides handle their mythical themes against 
the background of the Peloponnesian War (43.-404 Bc). in which 
Athens suffered grievously, deteriorated sharply in moral standards, 
and went down m defeat. Veering between grim realism and 
unfoTOMd Weltschmtrz, the dramatist saw the miseries in his myths 

as shaking but troe. Yet he remained a humaniurian amid the 
senseless horrors of war. 


How arc ye blind. 

Ye treaders down of dtics, ye that cast 
Temples to desolation and lay waste 
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Tombs, the untrodden sanctuaries where lie 
The ancient dead; yourselves so soon to die!** 

Accordingly, the heroes of the Trojan War are often scarcely more 
attractive in Euripides than they arc in Troilus and Cressida. Aga¬ 
memnon, in the Jphigfnia at AuUs, is feeble and contemptible. 
Achilles is a pampered, boastful youth who dreads a scene, and 
.\lcnclaus is constantly satirized as uxorious, degraded, and self- 
centred. They arc vcr>- unlike the gently noble personages of 
Goethe’s IphigenU. Among Euripides* women, tw, arc many 
notorious horrors; the high-soulcd Alcestis is a rarity beside the 
hate-consumed maniac Medea, and the no less murderous sex- 
siar\'cd Electra. 

Euripides* leading characters, and particularly the women, arc 
endowed with psychological interest, at whatever expense of great¬ 
ness. In the centre of the myths, as he retells them, arc man and 
woman, and towards the end of a play, before a divbc solution is 
provided (page 268), their strong feelings arc climacrically displayed. 
.And yet the humanity of these characters seems curiously diluted by 
the sophistic arguments which rage—makmg Euripides an historically 
significant child of the age which also produced Socrates, as well m 
natural philosophers and many professional hair-splitters. Thus in 
the Alcestis^ the quarrel between Admetus and his father Phcrcs is 
conducted with remorseless home truths on both sides. Docs )our 
father really owe you his life?* asks Pheres. 

That is no law of the Greeks, my father told me of no 
such law. 

Dear boy, listen: 

For happiness or unhappiness, every man is bom for 
himself. 

1 gave you all you deserved, slaves, subjects, money. 

And you’ll soon have my lands, as 1 had them from my 
father. 

Then how have 1 cheated you? How have I hurt you? 

• For tn altcntitiTc trujsUtioo of thii passafc, lee ibove, p*gr 68. 
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Die for you—r 

Don*t you die for me, ajid TU not die for you! 

You love the daylight: do you think your father does 
not? 

Our stay in ^e world below will be long enough. 

Life, I take it, is short: it is none the less 
agreeable. 

And as for dying— 

Well, when it came to dying, did you not 
Shudder away from it? Are you dead now? 

<> did you not shove off the burden on your pretty wife? 
Coward!' You call me a coward? You, 

Less brave than the girl who died for you? A 
cautious hero! 


But you know^ best: 

A gallant road youVe found to immortality! 

Minry wife after wife, first making sure that thcy*ll 
die for you— 

That's all... 


God, these young men! How' they' pray for life!^* 

^is IS unromantic; yet it adds a new topicality to the myiJi. For 
Eunpidw has a clinical eye for the seamy side of the contemporary 

abroad. All Greek mgrfuns show something of s lawyer’s spirit; 
of '1 * ti** court-room itself is the Lne 

useT^lrt is i“‘ised, end Euripides 

idvo^^.^ “"“^Pulous. quasi-foiinsic 

Lt« young who loved him best. 

™oL r I' Euripides ss 

^preme, or have denounced him as a wrecker of classical poetrv 

Schlegel and Nietasche declared that the logic of his plajrco^; 
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round itself and bites its own tail. Nietzsche also attacks him as an 
incorrigible moralist; and it is true that Euripides seeks to persuade, 
infusing into the m)'ths a new, contemporar)’, didactic morality. 
.\ftcr its prosy realism, the lyric passages—which w'cre accompanied, 
it seems, by music of the latest and most original kind^*—provide, 
as in Ibsen, a strangely contrasted beauty and relief. 

No one is more aware than Euripides of the sweet dangers lurking 
in the Athenian love of disputations, which he so fully shared. ‘The 
art of over-subtle words,* Phaedra calls it in the Hippolytus^^* and in 
the Bacchae the same conservative distrust is voiced by Tircsias. 

\Vc do not trifle with di\inity. 

No, we are the heirs of customs and traditions 
hallowed by age and handed down to us 
by our fathers. No quibbling logic can topple /Arm, 
whatever subtleties this clever age invents.'* 

Characters of Sophocles had said much the same, but Euripides was 
playing with fire, for he was far more tempted to recast the myths 
into just this disputatious shape. By his contriving, the myths arc 
brought down to the new and colder light of earth, and in the give- 
and-take of argument less holds arc barred than hitherto. 

For a long time now, in intellectual and moralizing drcles, there had 
been criticism of Homer and Hesiod for depicting the gods as 
imperfect and immoral. 

'Fhc average early Greek must have accepted the mjihs as the 
traditional history of his race—if not right in every detail, at least 
substantially true—since people had been telling them for centuries 
past. And this, no doubt, continued to be the view of many. But the 
gradual growth of philosophical thinking, in which at first m>th 
and rationality remained side by side (page i lo) as they still do in 
most people’s thoughts today, introduced more astringent doctrines. 
Stcsichorus of Himcra explained that Homer was wTong in his facts 
(page 49), and then Pjthagoras of Samos, if reported correctly, 
consigned the two poets to Hades for their lies about the gods.'* 
His contcmporaiy', Xenophanes of G)lophon (bom c. 570 BC), 
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refused to believe chat there could be deities performing actions 
whi(A^ if human beings had perfomied them, would be regarded 
as disgracehil. 

Homer and Hesiod fathered on the gods' divinity 
All deeds most blameful and shameful that here on 
earth there be— 

Yea, thieving and deceiving and adultery 

Xenophanes nuintained that this error arose from the fallacious 
idea that the gods must be like ourselves (page 62), 

If oxen* or Lions, or horses had hands like men, 
they too, 

If they could fashion pictures or statues they could 
hew', 

They would shape in their own image each face and 
form divine— 

Horses' gods like horses, like kine the gods of kine, 
*Snub^osed are the Immortals, and black', the 
Ethiops say; 

But 'No/ the Thracians answer, *rcd-haired, with 
eyes of grey/” 

But surely, Xmophanes said—as contemporary Hebrews were also 

saying there is one god, and he is not fashioned in the likeness of 
man. 

Next, in the fifth century, Pindar struck a clear dLstinction 
between myths that were true and those that were false* Odysseus 

for example, he says, won more fame than he deserved, because of 
Homer. 

On his falsehood and his winged cunning 
A maje^ lies. Art tricks and deceives us with tales, 

And blind is the heart of the multitude of men,*^ 

^d men ^ only 'trust to time and the future to sort out the true 
from the false 

This, then, was the task sec themselves by compilers and researchers 
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such as Hccaucus of Miletus {c. 500 BC), forerunners of the great 
historians, when they attempted to expurgate and sjf'stemadsc. 
The historians themselves approached the problem from dififereni 
points of view’ dictated by their owm tastes. Herodotus wanted, if 
possible, to save the picturesque mj’ths, yet added the comment 
that, although he was bound to say the things that were said, he was 
not bound to believe them'*—but ‘anything may happen .** 
Thucydides, on the other hand, while in fact ac^pting many 
mythical traditions as historical, was fully prepared in principle to 
recognize a myth as unauthentic and unacceptable. 

.\nd so the way was clear for the complete scepticism of Euripides* 
contemporary, Critias, who after the downfall of Athens in 404 
led an extreme right-wing regime in the city until his murder in the 
following year. From his tragedy the SisyphuSy there survives a long 
fragment offering a thoroughgoing rationalization of men s belief 
in the gods. 

‘There was a time when the life of man was disordered, 
and like that of wild beasts controlled by brute strength. 
There was then no reward for the good nor any punishment 
for the bad. Next, men conceived the idea of imposing laws 
as instruments of punishment, so that justice may be sole ruler 
and hold violence in check. If any erred, he was punished. 
Then, since the laws only prevented the commission of deeds 
of op^n violence, men continued to commit secret crimes. At 
this point it is my belief that some far-seeing and resolute man 
saw the need for a deterrent which would have effect even 
when secret deeds were done or contemplated. So he 
Introduced the idea of divinity, of a god always active and 
vigorous, hearing and seeing with his mind ... all that men 
say or do.*“ 

This pointed the way to other explanations of the myths. Epicureans 
agreed that such stories were fabrications to bolster authority; while 
Euhemerus of Messene (r. 300 bc) maintained—to the subsequent 
satisfaction of Christians—that the ‘gods* were men of past epochs 
whose deeds had attraaed worshippers to them: deriving the 
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.\rte111i5-Actaeon myth (page 141), for example, from the story of 
some young man who had been mined by the expense of maintainm^ 
his pack ofhonndsi In like fashion Vico {d* 173^) attempted to reduce 
cultore^heroes to class symbols of societ)', and Herbert Spenccf 
maintained that the veneration of gods had arisen from peopIe^s 
fear of ghosts. 


The inicrpretation of Crttias vras very far from the attitude of 
Aeschylus and Sophocles ^ to the ideas of Euripides it was clcscr, 
but there was still a difference between them. Euripides leaves the 
gods as identifiable units, yet not as gods in any traditional senscn^ 
Heracles in the Akestis is a disconcerting mixture of superhuman 
power and low' comedy, Apollo in the /on is a dishonest though not 
iU-natiiTcd seducer, Dionysus in the Baakae (page 284) personifies 
a psychological force which deeply affects the human condition. 
As ethics rather than theology, religion interests Euripides very 
much* But his attitude to it is one of inquiry and on many occasions 
his characters echo his own manifest questionings about the nature 
of the gods. For example Heracles, in spite of his drunken boorish¬ 
ness in the Alcestts, repeats in the play named after himself Xeno¬ 
phanes' assertion that the gods cannot do wrong. 


1 cannot think gods do adultery* 

Nay, I have ever scorned, and ever shall. 

To dream a god can bind a god with chains. 
Or one be bom by Fate another's master* 


For God, if God indeed, has need of nothing* 
These arc but poets’ old unhappy tales,*’ 


^d m the same play, Theseus contests a conventional view when he 
denies that a mortal can pollute the gods.** 

It be supposed, however, we read from a fragment of the 
MAansppe,^* that the gods bother to keep a record of every' man’s 
deeds. Yet the answer seems to be that for God to neglect human 
beings would be inconsistent with his nature. But then again the 
chor^ of the Ek^tra speaks like Critias in hazarding that stories 
which temfy men ate useful to ensure their worship of ihe gods,** 
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and another passage, from the lost BelUrophon^ contains the familiar 
CT)' that the prevalence of evil proves no gods exist. 

Doth some one say that there be gods above? 

There arc not; no, there arc not. Let no fool. 

Led by the old false fable, thus deceive you. 

Look at the facts themselves, yielding my words 
No undue credence: for I say that kings 
Kill, rob, break oaths, lay cities waste by fraud. 

And doing thus are happier than those 
Who live calm pious lives day after day ... 

All divinity 

Is built up from our good and evil luck.“ 

In the Hecuba the herald Talthybius is moved by the aged queen’s 
sorrows to replace the gods by this Luck or Chance*’—the 
preferred divinity of the centuries that lay immediately ahead 
(page 227). 

Euripides, though expressing his plays in m)thologicai terms, 
rejected the myths as a true picture of the gods: they are a shado>^y 
stream on which we drift.** Yet he found them indispensable as the 
means for presenting problems that troubled him. He welcomed in 
them—well-known and obscure talcs alike—a framework capable 
of canying his new and sensational remodellings of values and 
motives and characters. His alleged *sin’ against the myth w’as to 
inject new' life into the old stories, as has been often done before and 
since. By invigorating them with contcmporaiy', fifth-century' 
tensions and evciy'day problems, he made them tragic all over again. 

What did he believe himself? Many contemporaries regarded this 
destroyer of illusions as impious, like his friend and admirer 
Socrates; and this may have been partly why, near the end of his 
life, the playw'right went to live far away from Athens, in Macedonia. 
But he was not so much impious as a disbeliever in easy or complete 
solutions. It w-as, after all, in the best tradition to show' the difficulty 
in this flaw'cd world of justifying the ^actions of the gods’, especially 
in doubtful particular cases when it was painfully hard for their 
human victims to understand what they ought to do. But Euripides, 
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thinking of newer contests of right and wrong than the old divine 
vengeances^ made the problem more hirrowing chan ever before. 
For he approached it as a student rather than a pious believer; his 
treatment of the myths was that of a resdess ihinker^—not untypical 
of contemjKirary intellectuals—who refused to settle down to any 
single system of belief. 

The consequent discordance, or irresolution, of his thought is 
revealed by a strange feature of certain plays, the god or goddess 
who intervenes at the end, the Meus ci machina’^ who cuts all knots. 
This divine solvent is for the devout and for those who prefer a happy 
ending, whereas the less conventionally-minded could supply a less 
happy conclusion for themselves if they stop reading, or watching, 
the play at the point where the divinity' appears. Thus the solution 
of the Alc£stis is provided by the superhuman intervention of 
Heracles. In this case, how'ever, the *deus ex machina’ is not purely 
Euripidean, since he is derived from earlier folk-tales and is therefore 
an already-existing feature of the plot^—though Euripides makes a 
rather eerie use of the tradition. But the Eiectra^ the Hippdyius, the 
Andromache and the Orestes end with epiphanies of a more mech¬ 
anical nature. These devices Introduce new thoughts, and possess a 
strange and often poignant beauty of their own; but they terminate 
the action so abruptly, and in a fashion so far removed from a logical 
modem curtain^ that a whiff of schizophrenia is left in the air. 

For Euripides was a difficult man. A modem Greek poet, George 
Seferis, has written about his thoughts and the legends of his life. 

He lived and grew old between the burning of Troy 

And the hard labour in Sicilian quarries. 

He was fond of rocky caves along the beach; 

Liked pictures of the sea; 

The veins of man he saw as it w'ere a net 

Made by the gods for trapping us like beasts. 

This net he tried to pierce. 

He was difficult in every way. His friends were few. 

The time arrived and he was tom to pieces by dogs. 
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j The Harrowing of Hell 

The principal comic element in the Alcestis (page 256) is provided 
by so exalted a figure as Heracles. He is jovial and powerful and 
generous, a rough and cheerfully stoic hero. But he does not escape 
the ironical disenchantment of the poet, and he is summed up thus 
by the scr\'ant who looked after him. 

I have known all sorts of foreigners who have come in 
from all over the world here to Admetus* house, 
and I have served them dinner, but I never yet 
have had a guest as bad as this to entertain. 

In the first place, he could see the master was in 
mourning, 

but inconsiderately came in anyway. 

Then, he refused to understand the sitiution 
and be content with anything we could provide, 
but when we failed to bring him something, demanded it, 
and took a cup with ivy on it in both hands 
and drank the wine of our dark mother, straight, until 
the flame of the wine went all through him, and heated 
him, 

and then he wrreathed branches of myrtle on his head 
and howled, off key.** 

And the god himself, the buffoon-like strong man provoking laughter 
tempered by awe who occtirs so frequently in the folk-tales of the 
world, has given us some gems of philosophical pastiche. 

There you are, friend: straight from a first class 
authority. 

Ponder, rejoice and have a drink. 

Today is today. Tomorrow will be 
Tomorrow. And so on.** 

Euripides is modernizing an old joke. There was traditional sanction 
—reflected in early epic parodies, the Margites and the Battle of 
Frogs and Mke —for this jocular treatment of the beloved starker 
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HaaSy with his vices (regarded as pardonable) of gluttony, quick 
temper and lechcrousncss. 

Though Heracles "Wis somedines worshipped as a god, perhaps 
he had once lived upon the earth, for his name "Hera’s glory* is 
human, and in the Odysiejf his shade was in Tartarus, He is a hero 
(page 235) rather than a god, and herMalcs are a distinct branch of 
myth (or, some might say, not myths at all). His successive triumphs 
over brute force, later treated as vindications of truth and justice, 
are embodied in the tales of the Twelve Labours: a conglomerate 
collection, many of them characteristic of the tasks set to mythical 
candidates for kingship and for the hand of the king*s daughter. 
He performed the Labours at the orders of Eurystheus of Argos—or, 
according to the AlcfFtis^ of neighbouring Tiryns, the fortress of 
which Heracles if he ever lived was perhaps the prince. These 
deeds were celebrated in major epic poems, which are now lost. We 
learn also of the Exploiis of Herasks by Pisander of Rhodes in the 
sixth century BC, and of another version by Herodotus’ cousin 
Panyassls of Halicarnassus a century later. In early visual art, too, 
Heracles w-as the most popular of the heroes. A New^ York amphora 
shows his slaying of the oentaur Nessus in r, 660 BC, and before the 
sixth century he was depicted by Attic, Argive, Corinthian and 
Spartan artists, as well as at Thebes, which sought to take over his 
saga as its own. The hfth-centurj' metopes on the Temple of Zeus 
at Olympia portrayed hb labours as symbolbing the obstacles which 
man must overcome if he b to realize his powers at their greatest, 
and the sophbt Prodicus of Ceos W'as praised by Plato for showing 
Heracles as one who had chosen the hard path of right action, in 
preference to a life of ease. 

Six of the labours of Heracles tell of triumphs in his own Pelopon¬ 
nesian area: hb conquests of the Nemean lion (Stesichorus already 
dresses him in a lion’s skin), the Hydra of Lcma (a favourite theme 
of sixth-<entury art), the boar of Erymanthus, the hind of Ceiyneia, 
and the birds of Stymphalus; and the cleansing of the stables of 
Augeas at Elb. Then there was the slaying of the Cretan bull, the 
capture of the horses of Diomede in Thrace (to which Heracles is on 
his way in the Aiitstfs), and the seizing of the girdle of Hippoljie, 
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queen of the Amazons. Finally there are three Labours which 
relate to the climax of Heracles* achievements, the conquest of 
Death. Far away in the west (and his cult was strong in Sicily and 
south Italy) he slays the triple-bodied monster Gerj’on; at the w'orld*s 
end he takes the golden apples of the Hesperides, which Gaea 
(Earth) had given Hera as a wedding-present; and he goes down to 
Hades and steals the watchdog Cerberus. These three tales are 
elaborations of a story that Heracles once encountered Hades and 
defeated him: the tradition, mentioned in the Jliady*^ which pro¬ 
vides the AUestis with its theme. 

For Admetus* sake 

We must bring Alcestis back to her house from the dead. 

I will follow the black god. 

Old Thanatos, to her tomb: for there 
I shall find him drinking the blood of the lustral victims. 

And I will wrestle with Death, 

I will crack his charnel body between my arms 
Until he yields her up. 

But if he is gone. 

If he leaves the blood of offering untasted, 

I will go down to the sad streets of the Dead, 

To Persephone and the dim Lord of Hell, and there 
Beg for her life. 

And I 

Will bring Alcestis back to the good sunlight. 

Back to my friend who welcomed me to his house 
In spite of his loss.’* 

This Harrowing of Hell was an ancient story. It had been a main 
subject of the Sumerian Gilgamesh poems (page 95). In that 
collection (as in the Mesopotamian visual arts also) there are killings 
of lions and the giant-dragon Humbaba and other beasts, as well as 
many other scenes to which the labours of Heracles are akin. 
There arc also wTcstlings with death and with the underworld, 
which it was the prime purpose first of Enlddu (who fails) and then 
of Gilgamesh to overcome. How these stories came westward 
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may be suggested, in part, by Egyptian reports (noted by Hcrc- 
dottis) that the home of Heracles was Phoenicia- and there is 
much on the same subject in the literature of Phoenician Ugaric 
(page 49). 

Then, in the ancient world, there are many and varied Harrowers 
of Hell—Heracles, Theseus, Dionysus, Orpheus and Aeneas (pages 
310, 328); and so on to Cuchulain in Ireland, to Arthur, Gwydion 
and Amathaon in Britain, and to Ogier le Danois in Brittany. The 
idea recurred m fourtecnthoentuiy miracle plays of York, Chester, 
Wakeheid and Coventiy', and in the epic of Langland. Expressed in 
terms of the rescue of Adam and Eve, its sanction was often the 
apocryphal Gcspel of Nkod^muif an appendix of the Acts of 
‘remove, 0 princes, your gates, and ye lift up ye doors of Hell, 
and the King of Glory shall come in^—the scene is shown on one of 
the south windows of King's College Chapel at Cambridge^ in 
Shakespeare's latest plays, again, although mythology involving 
religious language and doctrine is avoided, there are many variations 
upon the theme of the dead returning to life; many characters 
reappear as if from death to life, and in the Perkks Thaisa is 
literally recovered from the dead. 

The supreme rescuer, to the Greeks, was Heracles, w^hose ‘Lives’ 
came to resemble the Gospel portraits of Christ. Though Euripides, in 
imperfectly serious vein, makes the rescue of Alcesds 3 mere incident 
in the hero's exploits, the Harrowing of HeU was thought of as the 
greatest and hardest of his labours. It was because of such triumphs 
that Heracles rose to heaven (page 235). 


It was Heracles, Alcmene's son, who scaled Olympus, 
who knew 

all earth, and sounded the deeply veiled abyss of the 
grey sea 

to make easy the passage for sailors. 

Now he dwells in bliss and magnificence beside 
the lord of the aegis, honoured and beloved among 
immortals, with Hebe to wife, 
master in a house of gold and son-in-law to Hera, 
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To him beside the Electran gate his citizens have 
dedicated a feast 

and the freshly built circle of altars; there we feed 
the fires for his eight bronze-armoured sons who died, 
sons that Megara bore him, Creon’s* daughter. 

In their honour the flames rise up at sunset to shine 
night-long 

and beat the air with billows of fragrant smoke.** 

Heracles partook of divinity; and Pindar proclaims why this is. 

If men arc brave, or wise, it is by the divinity 
in them. How else could Heracles* 
hands have shaken the club against the trident, 
when by P>ios’ gate Posidon stood over against him, 
and Phoebus strode on him with the silver bow in his 
hands poised? 

neither the death-god Hades rested the staff 
wherewith he marshals mortal bodies, of men perished, 
down the hollow street.** 

And so Heracles became the exemplar of Euhcmcrus* doctrines that 
all gods had really once been men (page 265), and phenomena such 
as Roman emperor-worship were deduced from the same idea. 

Although Euripides, as part of his complex approach to the 
Olympians, chooses to show us a hero who is partly comic, his great 
play Heracles displays a figure wholly tragic. For his mighty strength 
is ruined by the madness which has come upon him after returning 
from Hades. He has slain his own children, and plans to slay himself: 
from which he is dissuaded by Theseus of Athens. Sophocles, too, 
follows this same familiar Greek pattern of showing that no one is 
all-powerful: the Heracles of his Trachmian Women^ also, is 
fatally attacked by the poisoned robe given him by his wife Deianira, 
who believed that its spell was not poisonous but would win back 
his affection. 

* An earlier king of Thebes than the Creoo who was Jocasta's brother (page 246); 
though the two arc sometimes conf u sed. 


S 
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Such themes enabled dramatists to make tragic material out of 
Heracles. But to later generations he was rather the fighting super¬ 
man. Hellenistic sculptors liked to display his baroque, bulging 
muscles; and in the Renaissance he provided favourite subjects for 
Michelangelo, Pollaiuolo and many others, including, particularly, 
the modellers of exquisite bronze statuettes, such as Andrea Briosco 
(Ricdo) of Padua. 
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CHAPTER to 


DIONYSUS IVHO GIVES ECSTASY 




I The Story of the bacchae Told by Euripides 

Disguised in human form the god Dionysus, son of Zeus, stands 
before the royal palace at Thebes, beside the grave of his mother 
Semele—slain by lightning, because she slept wth Zeus and Hera 
was jealous. Dionysus is back from his triumphant progress through 
Asia, where he established his dances, mysteries and rites. He has 
come to refute the slander of his mother’s sisters, including Agave 
of whom King Pentheus of Thebes is the son. For these women 
have denied that 2 ^us was Dionysus* father, and because of this 
they have been stung with frenzy and made to wander upon Mount 
Cithaeron, crazed, in Dionysus* service. Pentheus, too, has refused 
to acknowledge the divinity of Dionysus, and the god declares that 
Pentheus, like every other man in Thebes, will be forced to recognize 
that he is god indeed. 

The chorus of Maenads—Asian women who have followed 
Dionysus—enter and pronounce a litany to the god. They warn 
the uninitiated to depart, and praise devotees for their good fortune. 
The miraculous birth of the god is described, and then the strange 
costume and ivy-crowns of his worship, and the wands and dances 
and music— 


the strict beat of the taut hide 
And the squeal of the wailing flute ... 
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He drops to the earth from the running packs. 
He \s'ears the holy fawn-skin. He hunts die inild 
goat and kills it. 


He delights in the raw flesh ... 

With milk the earth flows! It flows with wine! 

It runs with the nectar of bees! 

Like frankincense in its fragrance 
Is the blaze of the torch he bears. 

Flames float out from his trailing wand.* 

The old blind prophet Tiresias enters*, and then the aged Cadmus, 
Pentheus father j both are in the costume of the god and dedicated 
to dance with the Maenads in his name. But King Pentheus, who 
now appears, is greatly angered to learn that the women of 
Thebes have gone to honour the newly arrived stranger upon the 
mountain. 


I am told a foreigner has come to Thebes 
from Lydia, one of those charlatan magicians, 
with long yellow curls smelling of perfumes, 
vnth flushed cheeks and the spells of Aphrodite 
in his eyes. His days and nights he spends 
with women and girls, dangling before them the joys 
of initiation in his mysteries. 

But let me bring him underneath that roof 

and 111 stop his pounding with his wand and tossing 

his head. By god, 1*11 have his head cut oflfl* 


His wrath is increased at seeing Cadmus and Tiresias preparing to 
follow the women to the hills. But they warn him to be ^^ise. and 
Cadmus re^Is the dreadful death of his cousin Actaeon, tom to 
pieces by his own hands because he boasted himself a greater hunter 
than Artemis, '^e women of Asia call upon the goddess Holiness 
to note the impiety of Pentheus’ words against Dionysus. 


* Atthou^ these erents belong to 
215)? Tiresiif is already of advanced 


an earlier mjrthical generatioa than Oedipus (ps|x 
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These blessings he gave* 

Laughter to the flute 
And the loosing of cares 
%Ticn the shining wine is spilled 
At the feast of the gods, 

And the wine-bowl casts its sleep 
On fcasters crowned with ivy.* 

They urge Dionysus to lead them to Cyprus, island of Aphrodite, 
and to Pieria, haunt of the Muses, and to Olympusj and they cell 
how he hates the overwise who reject the happy hfe* 

But what the common people do* 

The things that simple men believe, 

I too believe and do.* 

A servant enters with Dionysus, who has been arrested. The kmg 
interrogates the god about his alleged Mysteries, and then bids him 
be led away and imprisoned m the royal stable. The women attack 
Thebes for rejecting the worship of Dionysus, and Pentheus for 
chaining their comrade. They demand vengeance, and beg the god 
come from one of his haunts as rescuer. 

A voice is heard from within announcing that it is a god who 
speaks i there is earthtjuakc and thunder, and lightning glows round 
Semele^s tomb. Dionysus enters and finds the Maenads prostrate in 
reverence and fear* Without revealing who he is, he tells how he 
escaped from the bemused Pentheus, and how *the god* shattered the 
palace with fire. 

Pentheus now enters, declaring his anger because Dionysus 1 ^ 
escaped. He is told, by a messenger, of the strange dances and orgies 
led by Autonoe, Agave and Ino upon the mountain. 

W'e fled 

And barely missed being tom to pieces by the women. 

You could have seen a single woman with bare hands 
Tear a fat calf, still bellowing with fright. 

In two, while others dawned the heifers to pieces ., * 
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Scraps smeared with blood hung from the fir-trees. 

Whoever this god may be, 

Sire, welcome him to Thebes!* 

Pentheus, however, resolves to arm all the men and march against 
the women in the hills. But as the king*s wits thicken, Dionysus 
persuades him to go alone disguised as a woman. The god promises 
Pentheus that all will be well—but informs the chorus that this is the 
clothing the king must wear to Hades when his own mother shall 
have butchered him, and he shall be dead: and thus he shall come to 
know Dionysus, most terrible yet most gentle of gods. The Asian 
women discourse on the excitement of midnight Dionysiac revels, 
and reflect that the gods move slowly but, in the end, punish those 
who disregard them. Then, as Dionysus and Pentheus set out 
together, the chorus pray that the spirits of madness and justice 
may bring disaster upon the unbelieving king who has rebelled 
against the god and his mother Semele. To Dionysus they cry: 

Cast your noose about this man who hunts 
Your Bacchac! Bring him down, trampled 
Underfoot by the murderous herd of your Maenads!* 

The king is already half-raving, and soon a messenger enters to tell 
that he is dead. He had climbed into a fir-tree to w’atch the women 
dancing; but led by his own mother Agave they tore him down. 

She was foaming at the mouth, and her crazed eyes 
rolling with frenzy. She was mad, stark mad, 
possessed by Bacchus. Ignoring his cries of pity, 
she seized his left arm at the wrist. Then, planting 
her foot upon his chest, she pulled, wrenching away 
the arm at the shoulder—not by her own strength, 
for the god had put inhuman power in her hands. 

Ino, meanwhile, on the other side, was scratching oflf 
his flesh. Then Autonoe and the whole horde 
of Bacchae swarmed upon him. Shouts evcrj'where, 
he screaming with what little breath wtis left, 
they shrieking in triumph. One tore oflf an arm, 
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another a foot still ^'arm in its shoe. His ribs 

were clawed clean of fleshy and every hand 

w-as smeared with blood as they played ball with scraps 

of Pentheus’ body,^ 

As the chorus exult. Agave arrives daubed with her son's blood and 
carrying a spear on which his head is impaled—she believes it is the 
head of a wild lion that she has kUled. But after Cadmus come 
with men bearing the tom fragments of the body m a bier, she 
returns to her senses^ and is horror-struck. 

Her lamentations, and those of the old man, are cut short by the 
appearance of Dionysus himself. Jusd^ing his vengeance upon the 
man who has blasphemed against him, he ordains that Agave and the 
other women who Have killed Pentheus must go into exile; ^d so 
must Cadmus and his wife Harmonia, daughter of Ares, who ate 
both destined to be transformed into snakes. Cadmus and Agave sa> 
a grief-stricken farewell to each other, and the chorus have the last 

w'ord. 

The gods have many shapes. 

The gods bring many things 
to their accomplishment. 

And wbat was most expected 
has not been accomplished. 

But god has found his way 
for w'hat no man expected. 

So ends the play.» 

2 Tht hmhtihU Irratiimat 

This is one of Euripides' latest plays, written over thirty y«rs after 
the Akiitis. Yet unlike other productions of the same time, the 
Bsicckae Is cast in the strictest mould of early drama, and is, indeed, 
the most formal of all Greek tragedies that have sunived. Its excite¬ 
ment IS enhanced by the tension between the strange, savage myth 
and the classical severity of its presentadon—fay the contrast of a 
more than usual state of emotion, as Coleridge put it, with more than 

usual order. 
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The magnificent choral odes recall Aeschylus by their prominent 
role in the action. Although full of colour, sy mpathy wth nature, 
and wild movement, they are almost liturgical in the measured 
rhythms through which they reveal the mystery and holiness of 
religion. It is possible to guess at many links between these odes 
and what we may suppose to have been the ancient ritual pattern of 
Dionysus* worship.* For these hymn-like poems surely reflect a 
close interweaving of myth and ritual (page 159), and indeed the 
whole play reveals similarities, in structure and language, to a 
ritual paean written for Dionysiac festivals by one Philodamus of 
Scarphe.*® The Bacchae piously recalls Attic tragedy’s Dionysiac 
origins and the institution of the Athenian Dionysia as a play¬ 
wrights* festival (page 176). Dionysus, seen in the Bacchae as the 
.Master of Illusions who could make the world seem what it is not, 
wis indeed the spirit of the theatre. 

Although not many plays about the god have survived, his career 
may have formed the oldest of dramatic subjects. The first tragedian 
Thespis is said to have ^Titten a Pentheus^ and Aeschylus WTOte a 
lost ttilogy on Pentheus* fellow-recusant Lycurgus (page 241), as 
well as four or five other plays in which Dionysus w'as a central 
figure. Dramatist, actors and audiences all partook to some degree 
in the Dionysiac excitement of tragedy (page 174), and their inter¬ 
relation in the Bacchae must have been peculiarly intense because of 
its subject and its disturbingly swift, taut violence. 

Pentheus is a tragic figure, as infatuated as an Aeschylean victim. 
Taking him from the folk-lore in which he and other Guy Fawkeses 
were doomed for refusing Dionysus, Euripides shows him as an 
ordinary well-meaning man faced with a problem beyond his strength 
and understanding, and destroyed by the lack of imagination with 
which he presumes to deny the god. Pentheus means ‘grief-stricken*, 
and his doom comes from failure to recognize the irresistible nature 
of the infectious Dionysus-guided impulse to escape from the 
repressions that so dangerously exist below conventional conscious¬ 
ness. The earlier ages of Greece had been full of collective hysterias 
for which the worship of the mighty liberator Dionysus provided 
ritual outlet, promising freedom where Apollo promised security. 
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This freedom ranged from simple country pleasures to the intoxi¬ 
cated, bloody rending of animals and—it ^-as reported from Thrace, 
up on the hills—the tearing also of human beings, limb from 
limb. 

On the gems and seals of Minoan Crete there are already monsters 
serving, as satyrs, a young male god who is Master of Animals—god 
of vegetation and wild life, like Attis and Adonis—and the name of 
Dionysus (not necessarily the god) appears on a tablet soon after 1300 
BC In the Bacchae is repeated the tale of his journey through 
‘all Asia*. The Phry gians in Asia Minor had originally come from 
Thrace, which was known as Dionysus* home, and it was probably 
from one or both of those lands that the savagely orgiastic element 
in his worship swept over archaic Greece, institutionalized, not in 
a central religion such as that of Eleusinian Demeter (page 148), but 
in numerous local cults and private groups. When the Olympic 
deities failed to satisfy, this god of wine and frenzy provided more 
thrilling fare. He is no god for Homer, for Homer did not dw ell much 
on the poor, and it is they who became Dionysus* follow’crs. That 
is why, when in the seventh and sixth centuries BC ‘tyrants* controlled 
many cities, the worship of Dionysus flourished, and choral dances 
were introduced in his honour (page 176). For the poor were the 
tyrants* followring too. 

There were, in those days, bloody scenes of the tearing of flesh 
because the life-blood of animals was needed to renew the blood of 
man. This supreme exaltation and repulsion is passed over rapidly by 
Euripides. Yet the eaters of raw flesh are referred to as late as 276 BC 
in the regulations of Dionysus* cult at Miletus. Probably this eating 
of the warm, bleeding gobbets was an eating of the god himself, the 
‘noble bull* as he was called in an ancient hymn at Elis, who was 
assimilated by his worshippers through these wild sacraments. They 
identified him writh 2 ^greus, who was devoured by the Titans to be 
bom again (in verj' un-Homeric fashion) amid the flames of Semelc*s 
death; and it was from this tale, incorpK>rated in the Orphic literature, 
that there emanated doctrines of future life and reincarnation 
(page 3*3)' The worshipper who performed the rite was at one with 
the god (‘cnthcos*), expressing an idea of mystic communion—in 
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contrast with the view, so often expressed in Greek literature, that 
there is a sharp gulf betw een human and divine (page 185). 

So this early Dionysiac ritual was a cathartic that took man out of 
himself and purged his irrational impulses, or directed them into 
this special channel. These were times when the religious sanction 
had become guilt instead of shame (page 188), and some of the 
Greeks, their old clan solidarities weakened, were finding it difficult 
to bear their new burdens of indi\idual responsibility. Dionysus 
was rightly called Lysios, the loosener; his cult of excess was the 
reverse side of the sense of sin which, in the same epoch, took strong 
hold. In his unrestrained rites, stimulated by his product of wine 
(which poets also claimed as a source of their inspiration (page i 74 ))t 
was to be found that ecstacy, a taking out of oneself or possession, 
w'hich anthropologists and psychologists have noted in many 
societies. The natural affinities of this orgiastic element seem to be 
with the ancient Mediterranean fertility cults (page 146) rather than 
with the less emotional Olympian religion. On Minoan and 
Mycenaean rings we can see frenzied dances by the ancestors of 
these Maenads whose raging mania in honour of the god is described 
in the Bacchae. In the same play are references to the snake-handling 
which is shown on vases, recorded in fourth century BC Macedonia, 
mentioned in the Gospel according to St Mark;^*^ and which still 
forms part of the ecstatic rattlesnake cult of the Holiness Church in 
Kcniuck}'. 

Throughout hisior)' there have been periodic mass-waves of 
neurotic, often quasi-religious hysteria. Though archaic Greece was 
their special stamping-ground, Herodotus still tells of them,^* the 
Romans were afraid of such outbreaks—with specific reference to 
Dionysiac cults**—and in our own century there have been re¬ 
currences, for example at Yenischir on the Dardanelles (iqoq-ii), 
and in Japan (1944-5). 

The Greeks, choosing to turn these tendencies into institutional 
channels, ofiicially recognized the ecstatic wine-religion at Delphi, 
Corinth, Sparta and Athens. The aim of these cults was to discourage 
even more primitive rites—as Orphic writers (page 3*2), too, sought 
to discipline their aspirants* raptures. Thus, in the more civilized 
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areas at least, cannibalism and ritual murder had probably come to an 
end before the fifth century began—recurring only in emergencies 
such as the Persian war, when at Athens itself Themistocles sacrificed 
three Persian youths to Dionysus the eater of raw flesh (Omestcs). 
In the same desire to institutionalize ecstasy the Moslem sage Jelal 
al Din Rumi proclaimed, in the thirteenth century, that *he who 
knows the power of the dances dwells in God*, and the WTiirling 
Der\ishes perpetuate this ecstatic tradition. But at Aissouan in 
Algeria, a mystical sect still recalls the Batchae by tearing a live sheep 
to pieces and devouring it raw. 

We cannot tell how far the ecstatic cult of Dionysus survived in 
Greece at Euripides* own time. It has been thought significant that 
he wrote or completed the Bacchae in semi-Hellenized Macedonia, 
where he died (r. 406 BC). But this may not have influenced Euripides 
decisively in his choice of theme, since analogous orgiastic worships 
—such as that of the god Sabazius—had been introduced to his own 
city of Athens by slaves and foreigners, and were making headway at 
this date. Euripides* other later plays likewise show an increasing 
interest in mysticism and ecstasy. But the Baccha^^ by its treatment 
of the myth of Dionysus, sums up the whole theme of emotionalism 
as a factor in sodal as well as individual life: those ^things utterly 
non-human and non-moral,* in the words of Gilbert Murray, ‘which 
bring man bliss or tear his life to shreds without a break in their own 
serenity*. 

Sometimes the mysterious stranger in the Bacchae has been 
interpreted as a young eastern follow'cr oi Dionysus. But surely he 
is the powerful god himself. Dionysus is the spirit of unthinl^g, 
physical enjoyment, of the instinctive group-personality, of anti¬ 
intellectual energ)'. In him, as E. R. Dodds says in his fine book 
The Greeks and the Irrational^ arc mingled joy and horror, insight 
and madness, innocent gaict)’ and dark cruelty. We ignore at our 
peril the demand of the human spirit for Dionysiac experience. 
Faced writh this imperative, Pentheus makes a tragic decision and 
suffers the classic reversal of fortune. First we had blamed him as 
unimaginative, but then we arc sorry for his dreadful fate (as we 
arc sorry for the fate of that other victim of repression in Somerset 
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Maugham's play R&m). For all the savage emodon of the play, 
Euripides is stating for us fully and objectively both the 
beauties of religious self-abandonment and its dangers* As Andr^ 
Gidc remarked, *he tabes sides no more than does Ibsen* He is 
content to illuminate and develop the conflict between natural 
forces and the soul that claims to escape their damnation*' And 
perhaps the reason why, in this final vision of man s tragic oondidon, 
the dramadsi expresses the dilemma so fairly^ lies in the conflicts of 
his own soul* 

Dionysus had returned to favour because Greek rationalism 
needed an antidote. His cult inspired not only the poetry of Euripides 
but the mysticism of Plato, to whom it suggested that assimilation to 
God was the purpose of philosophy* Their contemporary, the comic 
dramatist Aristophanes, laughed Dionysus off in the frogs as an 
effeminate debauchee, the most cowardly of the gods. But in later, 
Hellenistic, Greece the cult of this punisher of unbelievers and 
rewarder of tbc faithful gained enonnous popularity as the setting for 
Mysteries: Dionysus is the distinctive deity of Macedonian and 
Greek expansion into oriental lands. Then under imperial Rome 
his worship, depicted on thousands of sarcophagi, became a 
prosperous, matcrialisdc hope for comfort and jollity in the next 
world—and more urgent religions eclipsed it. 

Dionysus captivated the Renaissance. The poetry of Lorenzo the 
Magnificent is best known for his chorus to Bacchus and Ariadne, 
Hoiff benutiful is youths later adopted by Fascism. Donatello s 
David is partly Dionysiac, Michelangelo's Bacchus (149^) almost 
Euripidean in its startlingly equivocal impact {to Shelley the statue 
seemed a shocking mistake)* Then Titian's full-blooded Bacchanals 
{1518-23)—le^ alarnung than some of his other mythological 
paintings—give place to Caravaggio's Bacchus (f. 159b)* ^ plump 
coarse Roman youth studied with a new' firm assurance and ^ttnety 
of modelling; and to Annibale Carracci's Triumph of Bacchus and 
Ariadne {1597-1604), in which the motifs of the ancient sarcophagi 
are galvanized into boisterous exuberance. 

Nineteenth-century Germany witnessed a more formidable 
Bacchic revival. In Buad and Wine (tSoi) the deranged Hdldcrlin 
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interpreted Dionysus and Christ as one, the last god on earth, the 
sunset radiancx of the gods. Heine too came under Dionysus^ ST^'ay— 
responding first light-heartedly, and then Taith tragic intent, to the 
ambiguous master-magician of pleasure and pain, beauty and 
cruelty. Nictzsche*s Sirrh of Tragedy (1872) displayed still more 
vividly the god*s allurement to Germanic minds. To him the powers 
of Dionysus shatter the bonds of the individual, invade and pull 
down and melt his identity—as they melted Nietzsche^s, for he 
finally identified himself with the destroyer* Gennanic HeUenism, 
already vigorous {page 52), had acquired a more perilous, dissonant 
element; the recreation of tragic myths through Wagner was at hand, 
and also the and-humanist catastrophes which it is pH>ssible that 
Nietzsche unwittingly helped to bring about. 
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CHAPTER H 


THE QUEST FOR THE GOLDEN FLEECE 


I The Story of the argonautica Told by Apollonius 

The poem celebrates the heroes who, in search of the Golden 
Fleece, sailed the Argo through the Straits between the dark Rocks, 
and into the Black Sea. Pelias of lolcus sent them on their quest. 
For an oracle had told that king that his death would be caused by a 
man wearing one sandal; and Jason appeared before him with one 
sandal missing, which he had lost in the river Anaurus. So Pelias 
dispatched Jason on a perilous adventure, to fetch back from King 
Acetes of Aea in Colchis the Fleece which Phrixus had once given 
Aectes in exchange for his daughter in marriage. 

Jason's ship Argo was built by Argus, under the direction of 
Athene. The heroes who joined its crew included Orpheus, who with 
the music of his voice enchanted even rocks and streams; Admetus 
of Pherac, Mopsus and Idmon the soothsayers. Telamon and Peleus 
the sons of Acacus, Tiphys the helmsman, Heracles and his squire 
Hylas, Castor and Polydcuces, Meleager, Laocoon, Zetes and Calais 
(children of the North Wind, Boreas), and many others. The people 
of the place called them Minyans, since most of them were descended 
from the daughters of Minyas. Heracles was offered the headship of 
the expedition, but refused, and Jason was made its leader. 

The voyage started from Pagasae, the harbour of lolcus. All the 
gods looked down from heaven that day, seeing the Argo start with 
its noble-spirited crew, the finest seamen of their lime. Chiron the 
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Centaur also came to watch, and so did his wife (the Naiad Chariclo), 
carrying the infant Achilles whom she held up for his father Pelcus 
to see as he went on his joume)'. 

Passing the mountains of Pclion, Ossa, Olympus and then Athos 
they came to the island of Lemnos, where Hypsipyle reigned over a 
population of women only, since they had killed their husbands for 
bringing home Thracian girls as booty. The Lenmian women 
welcomed the Argonauts, who stayed and lived with them for a time. 
But then the travellers passed on to Samothrace, where at Orpheus* 
suggestion they were initiated into the secret rites and mysteries of 
the island. Passing through the Hellespont, they were hospitably 
received on the peninsula ruled by King C)'zicus, whom Heracles 
and his companions delivered from the six-armed earth-born giants 
who were his foes. But when the Argonauts were blown back to this 
coast by adverse winds, the inhabitants failed to recognize their 
visitors, taking them for invaders; and in the fighting Cyzicus was 
killed. His wife Qitc killed herself, and the tears shed for her by the 
woodland nymphs turned into the fountain which bears her name. 

After twelve days of bad w'eathcr they proceeded on their journey, 
but Heracles* oar broke and the Argo had to put in at Cius. Hylas 
went off to fetch water for their supper, and came to a fountain 
inhabited by Naiads, who were so taken by his beauty that they 
pulled him into the water to be their companion. Heracles searched 
and raged in vain, and at last the Argo had to leave without them 
both. 

Their next stop was among the Bebiyces, a savage Bithynian 
people whose King Amycus, son of Posidon, insisted that no visitors 
should leave his country without a boxing-match. After a hard 
s^tuggle Polydeuccs beat and slew him, and the Argonauts fought off 
the Bebryces and celebrated their victory. On the next day, they 
sailed up the Bosphorus, navigating a huge wave, and came to land 
upon its European shore. Here lived blind King Phincus, a prophet 
whom Zeus had punished for irreverence by giving him a sightless, 
lingering old age. He was also haunted by Harpies, who snatched 
aw'ay all the food that was placed before him and befouled any 
remaining scraps writh their loathsome stench. Zetes and Calais flew 
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after the SMvooping monsters until Iris called them oflf. ‘Sons of 
Boreas, you may not touch the Harpies with your swords: they are 
the hounds of almighty Zeus. But I myself ^ill swear that never 
again shall they come near to Phineus.* In his gratitude the old man 
showed the Argonauts how to reach Colchis. 

They needed his advice very soon after they left, for he had warned 
them of the dark Clashing Rocks, and of the need to take with them 
a dove to send betw'ccn the rugged clifis ahead of the ship. As they 
launched the dove on its journey, ‘once more the Rocks met face to 
face with a resounding crash, flinging a great cloud of spray into the 
air. The sea gave a terrific roar and the broad sky rang again. Caverns 
underneath the crags bellowed as the sea came surging in. A great 
wave broke against the clifis and the white foam swept high above 
them. Argo spun round as the flood reached her. But the dove got 
through, unscathed but for the tips of her tailfeathers, w’hich were 
nipped off by the Rocks.*^ The narrows opened agrin, and they 
rowed through—only to be held up by the swirling tide just at the 
danger-point. ‘This was the moment when Athene intervened. 
Holding on to the hard rock with her left hand, she pushed the ship 
through with the other; and Argo clove the air like a winged arrow', 
though even so the Rocks, clashing in their accustomed way, 
sheared oflf the tip of the mascot on the stem. When the men had 
thus got through unhurt, Athene soared up to Olympus. But the 
Rocks were now rooted for ever in one spot close to one another.* 
.\ftcr this escape the Argonauts sailed through the Emdnc (Black) 
Sea, along the coast of Asia Minor. At the lonely island of Thynias 
they had a vision of Apollo, and at Orpheus* bidding dedicated this 
place to the god. As they continued eastwards, the Argo made 
harbour at dawn by Cape Acherusia, which is near the icy Cavern of 
Hades. Here Idmon was lost, killed by a boar, and Tiphys: two 
monuments still mark the place. But at dawm on the twelfth day they 
sailed on, with Ancacus replacing Tiphys at the helm. After paying 
honour to the tomb of Sthenelus who had fought with Heracles 
against the Amazons, ‘they landed on the coast where Zeus himself 
had once given a home to Sinope, daughter of Asopus, granting her 
the boon of virginity. He was trapped by his own promise. In his 
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passion for the girl he had solemnly sworn to fiilfil her dearest wish, 
whatever that might be, and she ver>' cleverly had said, “1 wish to 
remain a virgin.” By the same ruse she outwitted Apollo when he 
made love to her—and the river-god Halys as w^elh Men fared no 
better than the gods^ this woman never was possessed by any lover^.* 

At the mouth of the river Thermodon, with its ninety-six 
branches, they ran ashore, but cast off with a north-W'cster in ti m e to 
avoid the aggressive Amazons of Themisq-ra, daughters of Ares and 
Harraonia. The Argo next sailed past the lands of the Chalybes, who 
dig for iron (with never a holiday) in a blact atmosphere of soot and 
smoke, and the Mossyrtoeci in the jwffjjjmei or wooden houses upon 
their Sacred Mountain. ‘These people have their own ideas of w'hat 
IS right and proper. What w'e as a rule do openly in town or market- 
place they do at home; and w'hat we do in the privacy of our houses 
they do out of doors in the open street, and nobody thmifs the wnrse 
of them. Even the sexual act puts no one to the blush in this com¬ 
munity. On the oontrar}', like swme in the fields, they lie dowm on 
the ground in promiscuous intercourse and are not at all disconcerted 
by the presence of others. Then again, their king sits in the loftiest 
hut of all to dispense justice to his numerous subjects. But if the 
poor man happens to make a mistake in his findings, they lock him 
up and give him nothing to cat for the rest of the day.'* 

A day of rowing now brought them nearly abreast of the Isle of 
Arcs. Here they w^ere attacked by a shower of pointed feathers from 
the War-gods birds, but they withstood the onslaught by locking 
their shields over their heads and making an indmidatiug din. On 
the day of their arrival at the island they encountered the four sons 
of Phrixus, ihe rnan who had given the Golden Fleece to King 
Aeetes of Colchis. His sons had remained at Colchis, but now" after 
their father s death they w'ere returning to Orchomenus in the hope 
of recovering the rich possessions of their family. Invited to go with 
Jason and the others on their quest, the sons of Phrixus were at first 
horrified by its boldness, for they knew that Aeetes could be a 
deadly and relenUcss enemy. But finally they were reassured, and 
sailed on with the Argonauts. 

As the last recess of the Eindne Sea opened up, the travellers 
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caughi sight of the high crags of Caucasus^ and of Prometheus 
chained to its rocLs with an eagle devouring his liver. And now they 
came to the mouth of the Phasis, and rowed some vi'ay upstream. 
Then* after Jason had poured a libation to Earth, to the gods of the 
land* and to the spirits of its famous sons* they put into the bank, 
hiding their ship in a bed of reeds. 

So that the love of Medea, daughter of King Aecics, might help 
Jason bring back the Golden Fleece to Tolcus, the goddesses Hera and 
Athene sought the help of Aphrodite ^ and she bribed her son Eros 
(with a ball of golden hoops) to shoot an arrow into Medea’s heart. 
When the Argonauts, after passing through the marvels of Aceies 
courtyards, arrived at the royal palace, Eros w’as there | and he lodged 
his arrow in the heart of Medea, Idndling the flame of love, 

Acetes received the Argonauts badly, and before he would part 
with the Fleece imposed on Jason a terrible t^: to plough a field 
with wild fire-belching oxen. Next, the ground was to be sown with 
the teeth of a monstrous serpent, and the armed men who would 
spring up from them must be defeated and destroyed. WTien Jason 
lud fail^* Acetes planned to bum the invaders, ship and all. But 
Medea, feverish with love, chose a magic ointment from among her 
many healing or deadly drugs and charms. A man who anointed 
himself with this, if he then propitiated Hecate (Brimo) with a 
midnight sacrifice, became invulnerable. The ointment was named 
after Prometheus, for it came from a yellow'-flowering plant that had 
sprung from the blood-likc ichor in hts veuis. 

Leaving the city and its streets, Medea drove across the plain to 
the shrine of Hecate, of whom she w^s priestess. She sang and danced 
with her maids, distracted by her longing to sec Jason, but telling 
the girls that the drug she had prepared for him was a fatal one. 
He came, and they confronted one another with love in their hearts, 
and exchanged all their inmost thoughts. Jason begged her to help 
him, and she ga^ed into his face. ‘‘How to begin* she did not know; 
she longed so much to cell him everything at once. But with the 
charm she did not hesitate; she drew' it out from her sweet-scented 
girdle and he took it in his hands with joy. She revelled in his need of 
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her and would have poured out all her soul to him as well, so capiix^- 
ting was the light of love that streamed from Jason’s golden head and 
held her gleammg eyes. Her heart was warmed and melted like the 
dew on roses under the morning sun.’* 

And so, while he rubbed the magic ointment on his body and 
armour, Medea revealed to him how he must make sacrifice to the 
goddess Hecate. Unharmed by the oxen’s fiery breath, he ploughed 
and sowed the field. Warriors sprang up, but he hurled a boulder 
which started a fight among them and helped him to kill them all. 

But Medea was filled with agonizing fears, for she knew that her 
father would learn of her help to Jason. ‘How I wish, Jason,’ she 
cried, that the sea had been the end of you!’ Yet she fled from her 
home and ran barefoot through the alleys, making for the temple 
along roads that, as witches do, she had often searched for corpses 
or lethal roots. Joining the Argonauts in their camp, w'hile it was still 
dark she led Jason to the sacred w'ood. 

There, by her arts, his quest was fulfilled. Chanting a spell, she 
dipped a fresh spring of juniper in her magic brew, and sp rink led 
the eyes of the giant serpent which guarded the Golden Fleece; and 
Jason snatched the Fleece from the oak on which it hung. ‘Lord 
Jason held up the great Fleece in his arms. The shimmering wool 
threw a fiery glow on his fair cheeks and forehead; and he rejoiced 
in it, glad as a girl who catches on her silken gown the lovely light of 
the full moon as it climbs the sky and looks into her attic room.’* 

The Argonauts now started home, pursued by a Colchian fleet but 
assisted b) Hera, who w*anted Medea to reach lolcus with all speed 
and bring doom to the house of Pelias. At the mouth of the Danube 
they found they had been outstripped by part of the Colchian nzvy 
under Medea’s brother Apsyrtus. But, while she deceived Apsyrtus 
with a pretence of [wrleying, Jason set upon his force and killed him. 
Med^s silvery veil and dress were painted red with blood, and 
the Fury saw what had been done. 

Then Jason and his companions embarked and sailed up the 
Danube, never pausing till they reached the sacred Isle of Amber, 
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the innermost of all the Amber Islands at the mouth of Eridanus 
(Po). Sailing southwards through the Adriatic, the Argonauts were 
driven north again by Zeus, angry at Apsyrtus* death; and they 
turned into the river, sailing up its stream as far as ships could sail. 

They reached the outfall of that deep lake where Phaethon, struck 
in the breast and half-consumed by a blazing thunderbolt, fell into 
the vi’ater from the chariot of the Sun. His wounded body smoulders 
to this day and sends up clouds of steam. Even the light-winged 
birds that try to fly across the water fail to reach the other side and 
with a helpless flutter plunge into the heat. All around, the Daughters 
of the Sun, encased in tall poplars, uncr their sad and unavailing 
plaint. Shining drops of amber fall from their eyes on to the sands 
and are dried there by the sun. But when the wailing wind stirs the 
dark waters of the lake to rise above the beach, all the tears that have 
collected there are swept by the overflow into the river. The Celts, 
however, have another tale about these amber drops that are carried 
down the current. They say they are the many tears that Apollo 
shed for his son Asclepius when he visited the sacred people of the 
North. Apollo was banished from the bright sky by his father Zeus, 
whom he blamed for having killed Asclepius his son.’* From there 
they made their way from the Po to the Rhone, and so by its mouth 
to the Tyrrhenian sea, to Elba, and to Aeaea island of Circe, sister of 
King Aeetes. 

*A number of creatures w hose ill-assorted limbs declared them to 
be neither man nor beast had gathered round Circe like a great flock 
of sheep following their shepherd from the fold. Nondescript 
monsters such as these, fitted with miscellaneous limbs, were once 
produced spontaneously by Earth out of the primeval mud, w'hen 
she had not yet solidified under a rainless sky and was deriving no 
moisture from the blazing sun. But Time, combining this with that, 
brought the animal creation into order.*’ The Argonauts made for 
Gree’s hearth and sat as suppliants, and dared not look her in the 
face. So Grce knew that there had been a murder, and performed 
propitiatory rites. But then, although she was not told that the dead 
man was her nephew, she drove them from her threshold. 

Hera bade Iris calm the winds for the Argonauts, and told Thetis 
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to keep them from dis^ter. Accordingly they were preser\'cd from 
the Sirens on Anthemoessa, and escaped Scylk and Chaiytdis and 
the Wandering Rocks; and they came to Sicilian waters and then to 
the Phaeacian island of Corcyra. The Colchians caught up with them 
and demanded the return of the terrified Medea to her father. But 
the Phaeacian king Alcmous^ after his wife Arete had warned him 
against the excessive severity of fathers to theu' daughters, decided 
that Medea should not be separated from Jason if they were man and 
wife. And so^ within a sacred cave upon the island, they were wedded, 
and the shining Oolden Plccce was spread upon their marriage^bed. 

But when the ArgQ left Corcj'ra, it was caught by a northerly gale 
and swept southwards for nine days and nights into the Syrdan gulf 
of Libya, full of shoals and sand, silent and lifeless* There, while 
searching desperately for fresh water, the Argonauts came to the 
sacred Garden of Atlas and to the Hesperides, whose golden apples 
had been stolen by Heracles on the day before; and they found the 
spring which he had struck from a neighbouring rock. Without one 
of their party Mopsus, who had been killed by a snake, they 
embarked again, and Triton emerged from the dep^ as their guide. 
At Dicte in Crete, Medea by her magic overcame the bronze giant 
Talus* Then they sped northwards, stopping at the isle of Anaphe^ 
and ^cmselvcs creating another island, Thera, from a clod of earth 
which (obeying a dream) they threw into the sea. Their last stop w as 
at Ai^a and from there they sailed peacefully homewards, and 
with joyful hearts at last stepped ashore at Pagasae. 


2 A^xtjttiiriajis and VictoriaTts 

At first sight we are bact in the OJjssffs epic world of travel and 

advenwre and quest. And indeed the Atgonautie legend is as old as 
|he O^ttej. S,„„ th.s speals of the ‘celebrated Argo’‘ which Jason 
with Hcras help brought through the Wandering Rocks* when 
homeward not outward) teund from Aea, the land of Aeetes. 

alike arc great conglomerations of myths 
and^-taK familiar and obscure {page 84), There ate inmimer- 
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able stories like jason^s, m which the hero is sent on a dangerous 
journey to get rid of himj and^ when he arrives at his destination, is 
confronted with tasks and helped in them by the daughter of the 
ferocious local ruler; the Norse Mast^rmaid and Gaelic BaitU of the 
Birds are related to the same themes. Aea is *the land\ the magic 
country *east of the sun and west of the moon'. 

But this land is located in the Black Sea (Colchis) and the heroes 
who visit it reflect the seamen, who in the Minoan and Mycenaean 
Bronze Age (page 33) sailed those waters. Every Greek city UtCf 
claimed on Argonaut to justiJy its trading rights in the Black Sea, 
so there are several, irreconciiahle, lists of the crew. But its nucleus— 
the people whom Pindar calls the Argonauts^^are the mysterious, 
scmi-historical Miuyans. Of this people tw'o main branches existed, 
one inhabiting Boeotian Orchomenus^®—a leading Mycenaean dty 
of which Minyas, hero of a lost epic, was the legendary' founder 
—and the other, lolcus in Thessaly w'hich was the Argo*s home^ 
These Minyans w'erc the people round whom the earliest Argonaudc 
sagas were centred. 

However, the story may then have been elaborated elsewhere— 
perhaps at Miletus on the western coast of Asia Minor, which had a 
large Black Sea trade and claimed as its founder the member of a 
family tradng descent from Minyas. The return journey of the 
Argonauts had several diflerent vcrsioiis—it w'as either through 
‘Occanus'j or by the way they had come (page 2^), or by the fantastic 
route (through the Danube to the Rhine and the Rhone) which is 
described in the present poem. For in the colonizing and exploring 
period of the seventh and early sixth centuries SC, many strange 
myths and adventures w'ere added to the original story, and then in 
the classical period attempts were made to fuse them into a system¬ 
atic whole. Such, for example, is the version told in the Fourth 
Pythian Ode of Pindar, the longest and most straightforward and 
ambitious of all his poems. 

In these sons of Gods Hera kindled 

That all-persuading sweet desire 

For the ship Argo^ that none he left behind 
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To nurse ut his mother*^ side a venturckss life. 

But, even though he die, 

Find in his own valour the r:iLrest enchantment 
With others young as he.^ 

In Plndat^s Ode, as in ApoUomus* epic, the journey cuimbated in 
Jason’^s successful conclusion of his quest for the Golden Fleece 
(page 289). This had belonged to the Hying ram on which, by the 
help of Hermes, Phrixus and Helle escaped from their father 
Athamas and stepmother Ino at Orchomenus. Helle fell off and was 
drowned in the Hellespont (E>ardanclles), but Phrixus reached 
Colchis, where the ram was ^crificed to Zeus and its fleece given to 
the local king, Aeetes. Probably the fleece became golden in the story 
because there was gold to be found at Colchis^ but it was the sort of 
magical treasure for which heroes go in search, and Aeetes had to 
fight in its defence because the luck of bis kingdom was bound up 
with the possession of the fleece- 

Already in ancient times the story suffered many rationalizationS- 
Strabo believed Jason was looking for gold, and explained that the 
Colchians collected the dust from the river in fleecy skins.'" Accord¬ 
ing to the By'^ndne Suidas, the fleece was a parchment book 
explaining how to obtain gold by alchemy* 

This flnal, historic version of the Argofiautica has been described 
as a mixture of science, history, and Action. Or rather it is fiction 
infused with the romantic and scholarly interests of a new age* In 
spite of the epic framework of quest and adventure, the clear 
Homeric air of the extrovert ballad has turned into a cloudier 
atmosphere, a different sort of magic, set amid treachery and 
intrigue. Apollonius was bom in c. 295 ac, many centuries after 
Homer and more than a hundred years after the leading Attic 
tragedians. The civilization of the Creek city states had lost its 
nerve, and then, under Alexander the Great and the monarchs who 
divided his inheritance, had lost its substance too. One of these 
successor states was the kingdom of the Ptolemies in Egypt, and in 
their realm Greek literature and mjThoIogv' took, yet again, a new 
and active turn. 
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This retelling of the myths Alexiindiia was marked by close 
attention, at worst to pretty sendmentalit)', at best to authentic 
personal feelings The new Romantic Epic was above all the creation 
of Apollonius, the Alexandrian (though he was called Rhodian after 
the city that received him) who wrote the ATgomutica. His poem was 
framed as an epic not too far short of traditional length (5,835 lines 
long), and traditional in its structure; but it breathed the new spirit 
of the age. However, this novel sort of long mythological poem met 
with powerful opposition, led by Callimachus who equated a big 
book with a big nuisance. Callimachus, who had taught Apollonius 
but later served under him in the library at Alexandria, remarked 
that there was no future in poems like the Argmausica^ because 
^another has the laurels already^ Yet, in spite of Apollonius^ many 
affectations, that docs not quite do justice to the sort of humanism 
which he employed the epic forni, and myiiiical subject, to convey. 

This was an individualistic time. In the huge kingdoms of the near 
cast, the old city-state patriotisms lacked urgency and reality, 
whereas the new centres of power were too remote to focus people's 
emotions. So they turned inwards upon themselves and their personal 
concerns; and Apollonius infuses the traditional myths with some¬ 
thing unfamiliar to the world's poetrj'—romantic love. His Medea's 
character has a psychological subtlety far from the simple 
extroversion of a Homeric heroine, and sometimes reminiscent of 
Euripides. If that dramatist's Andromeda had survived, w'e might 
have found in it more than a touch of romantic love. As it is, this 
seems characteristic of the later epoch in which Apollonius lived, 
and of his native Alexandria at this time of its greatest cultural 
achievements. 

Unlike perhaps his Andromeday Euripides’ play the Aiedea, telling 
how' she slew their children when Jason preferred the king of 
Corinth's daughter to herself, had agreed with the general classical 
condemnation of self-willed passionate love between man and 
woman. But now they face each other in a changing world, romantic 
as well as classica], which Apollonius, here the forerunner of 
Virgil (page 333), depicts with a true and delicate feeling for 
nature. 
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Without voicc^ without murmiirj they stood there 
face to face, 

As oats or towering piueHrees stand rooted in their 
place, 

Side by side, unmoving, high up among the hilJs, 

When winds are hushed—but, sudden, a gust through 
their branches thrilJs 

And they whisper m ith inhnite voices. So now before 
Lovers gale 

Those two were doomed, m a moment, to teli their 
whole hearts^ tale.^“ 

Yet the chaiacier of Medea was not easy for Apollonius to draw', 
for as well as a young girl in love she is a dangerous witch—while 
Jason, who attains success only through her magic, is admitted to be 
an unresourccful hero, one of the first of many ordinary' men to play 
the heroes part in European literature. 

But is Apollonius retells the myth romantically, he also does so 
wth a great regard for its learned, archaeological content. For one 
important aspect of the elaborate Alexandrian scholarship W'os this 
antiquarianism, and on numerous occasions Apollonius scelts to 
explain his stories "‘aetiologically* by some ancient custom or 
conjectured derivation or rationalization (page 122). Herein he and 
his contemporaries w'crc forerunners of one of the principal schools 
of modem m>Thological research. This, initiated by men such as 
Q A. Lobeck (1781-1860) and encouraged by the rise of anthropology 
since the 1870 s (page 82), makes a point of looking for the sources 
of a story, seeking to determine its date and the place of its origin, 
and linkmg it by archaeological or other means—to further 
evidence in the Gelds of oomparadve religion, economics and social 
e. Thus in Britain Andrew Lang, Sir James Frazer and Jane 
Harrison ransacked these stories for primidve survivals. Their 
approach, though superseded at many points, was sound in principle 
smee the myths, though hard to fit into chronological patterns, 
al^ways reproduce some point of tradition which could (if we knew 
t e key I) be rescued from the distortions with which time has 
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encmsied it. So this historical^ anthropological method^ though 
tempting as a quarry for pu^lc-mcrchaDts^ Js justifiable, and 
probably at least as hopeful as any other. 

But it is a difficult task to pursue; indeed the job, though somevvhai 
further ahead than in the days of Apollonius, has nevertheless 
scarcely begun. For early Greece contained many diverse racial, 
religious and social elements and, as the pioneer K. Q. Muller 
(1797-1S40) appreciated, we have to assess and interpret these 
before we can assess and interpret the myths to w'hich they gave 
birtL But unfortunately we have litde real access—except from the 
internal evidence of the myths themselves—^to the minds and 
cultures of the early Greeks; archaeology cannot yet provide even an 
approidmate tabulation or dnie-tabie of the early tribal movements 
in the country, and can do less still to reconstruct the rituals and 
beliefs which the migrants distributed. Meanwhile, in searching for 
the origins of myths, we can only avoid sweeping theories and look 
at each story on its merits. Since this is such a technical, fragmentary 
and largely unrealized process, I have preferred in the present book 
(0 see the myths through the eyes of the great ancient writers whom 
they inspired—though that, of course, means that the stories come 
to us at an advanced stage in their life-histories (page xx). 

Apollonius, for example, is a latecomer to the theme of the 
Arg<mauti£a^ Yet even he was very" far from the List to deal with this 
eternal story". Ovid, for example, in his studies of distressed female 
psychology entitled the enters into the feelings first of 

Hypsipyle^* (page 290) and then of Medea, after their su<x:essive 
abandonments by Jason. Then the Roman epic poet Valerius Flaccus 
WTote an Argonauika in eight books during the later first century ad. 

About the fame of the tale in the Renaissance, Spenser can tell: 

Therein all the famous history 
Of Jason and Mcdaea was y"wrict;. . . 

His goodly conquest of the golden fleece . *. 

The w'ondred Argo^ which in venturous peece 
First through the Euxine seas bore ail the flowT of 
Greece. 
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The nahire of this story again gave it proniiiience in the nineteenth 
century’s romandc revival of Hellenism—the age when Leigh 
Hunt ([8i8) spoke of myths as ‘elevations of the external wtirld and 
of accomplished humanity to the highest pitch of the giacehil, and 
embodied essences of all the grand and lovely qualities of nature^ 
Leigh Hunt is saying that is how Shakespeare saw Greek m}iholog)% 
but he is really interpreting the views of his own time. Thus Grill- 
parzer, in his fine Golden Flteec (1820)^ carried the German-Greek 
tradition a step farther from Goethe (page 52) into a territory where 
the myths are employed primarily for their own sake^ os pure poetry. 
From there it was an easy step to their use as pure entertainment, 
and for children at that. And so almost simultaneously in the early 
eighteen-fifties, two men wrote, for the American and British 
markets, best-selling versions of the Argo*s voyage and other stories, 
which are still circulating widely to this day. The American was 
Nathanael Hawthorne of Salem in Massachusetts, and his book the 
Tartgiejpood Taks (1851). A whimsical but captivating story-teller, 
he writes that ‘these immortal fables are legitimate subjects for every 
age to clothe with its own garniture of manners and sentiment, and to 
imbue with its owti morality'. Such adjustments of Greek mythology 
to a new age are in keeping with an ancient tradition; though his 
own treatment, the American adds, is Gothic more than Greek. Yet 
it also reflects that dream of lost potency and innocence, of lost 
Arcadia and Eden, which runs through so many of Hawthorne’s 
works, 

Meanw'hile, in England, Charles Kingsley published the HeFt^s 
(*® 55 )- ^hey are about Perseus, about Theseus and above all about 
the Argonauts. In these brisk, antiseptic narratives there is no trace 
of any Germanic furore about the myths. Jolly good hero-worship- 
ping yams, without esoteric overtones or significances, Kingsley’s 
versions exactly caught the popular British attitude; although 
perhaps to say that ‘while they (the Greeks were young and simple) 
they loved fairy-tales, as you do now’ seems a little patronizing, to 
his subject if not to his youthful readers, for there is nothing very 
joung or simple about the Agamemnon {or the Minotaur). Kingsley’s 
retellings of the myths, however, are designed to bring out a moral 
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he found in them: do right, and God.—of whom Zeus had been 
‘some dim remembrance*—will help you. Next to the medieval 
romances, he said, ‘there are no faiiy^’-tales like these old Greek 
ones, for beauty and wisdom and mith, and for making children love 
noble deeds and trust in God to help them through*. Accordingly, 
as G. fC. Chesterton remarked later, ‘little children ought to learn 
nothing hut legends. They are the beginnings of all sound morals 
and manners*, 

Hawthorne and Kingsley have introduced Greek myths to 
generation after generation of English-speaking children. This has 
been much to the children's advantage. But to the adult study and 
appreciation of this mythology, in all its varied strength, the achieve¬ 
ment has been of dubious benefit. For what most people know about 
the Argonauts, and other such mythical figures, has come filtered 
through these tw^o writers and their followers—and it represents a 
singularly small proportion of vrhat is truly significant in the 
tradition. Besides, although evezy age has recast the myths in its 
own image, the nineteenth-centur)^*s recasdngs are among the most 
drastic of all^ though the success of its tw'O chief exponents in this 
field shows that the stories had lost none of their inspiring force* 

\\^thin the next decade the theme of the Argonauts had reappeared 
as the framework for the longest single mythological talc in modem 
English poetry, 7 'Ae Life and Death ef jas&n by William Morris, 
7,500 lines long. Its broad, clear narrative moves freely and smoothly, 
in a restrainedly medieval spirit, and with little drama until the end* 
The comment of the author himself is illuminating* ‘If a chap can*t 
compose an epic poem while he*s weaving tapestry, he had better 
shut up, he’ll never do any good at all.* 


CHAPTER 12 


THE QUEST FOR A LOST WIFE 


^ 9H§00§000$^ 


I The story of orpheus and eurydice Told by Virgil 


THIS IS the Story told in the latter part of Virgil’s fourth Georgia. 

WTien the bees of the shepherd Aristaeus died of pest and hunger, 
he left his home in the Vale of Tempe and came to his mother, 
Cyrene goddess of the sea, to ask why he had been visited by such 
misfortunes. She, surrounded by her nymphs, ordered the waters to 
be parted so that he might come to her, and then she bade him go to 
the sea-green soothsayer Proteus, ‘who lives in the Carpathian sea and 
drives through the ocean in his chariot drawn by fishes and tv^'o- 
footed steeds*. 


Him we nymphs and ancient Nereus hold 
In honour, for he knows all 
That is, that has been, and all that is about to be— 
Knows all by the god Neptune’s grace, whose herd of 
monsters 


And hideous seals he pastures in meadows submarine. 
This seer, my son, you must bind in fetters before 
he’ll tell you 


The whole truth of your bees’ sickness and put things 
right. 


Except to violence he yields not one word of advice; 
entreaties 


Have no effect: you must seize him. 
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But when you have him fast in a handhold and fcttcredi^ 
then 

With the guise and visage of various wild beasts he^ll 
keep you guessing: 

Suddenly he^Ji turn into a bristling bear^ a black dger^ 

A laminated dragon or lioness tawny-necked, 

Or go up in a shrill burst of flame and thus from his 
fetters 

Escape, or give you the slip gliding ofif in a trickle 
of water. 

But the more he transforms himsclfj 

The tighter, ray son, you must strain the shackles 
that bind his body, 

Undl at last it changes back to the first likeness 

You saw at the start when hU eyes were closing down 
in sLeep.^ 

And so when Gyrene, to give her son great strength, had bathed him 
in ambrosia, he sought out Proteus in his cavern; and, as the seals 
and the other watery creatures gambolled round, attacked him as he 
slept After transforming himself into all manner of shapes in vain, 
Proteus asked his attacker what he wanted. But Aristaeus replied 
that the seer already knew—for there was no deceiving Proteus^ 
that he had come to seek an oracle to remedy his misfortunes. 

'rhen Proteus explained that Aristaeus w'as foUow^ed by the anger 
of an unhappy god, Orpheus, and must expiate a grave offence. 
For Aristaeus had pursued Eurydice, the wife of Orpheus, along a 
river-bank, and she had been killed by the bite of a snake. As all her 
comrades, and all the countryside of Thrace, lamented her fate, 
Orpheus had sung of her to his lyre upon the lonely shore. Then he 
had gone through the jaws of Taenarus down into the underworld 
to seek her out. His singing had held all Tartarus spell-bound, and 
Death’s very home wus shaken to hear that song; the Furies and 
three-mouthed Cerberus had been lulled, and Ixion’s wheel had 
ceased to turn. Orpheus began to retrace his steps towards the upper 
world, followed by Eurydice. But forgetting that Proserpina had laid 
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down the condition that he must not loot behind hun, he stopped, 
and looked back. In that moment all his labour was wasted. 

Pardonable, youM say, but Death can never pardon ^ 

He halts. Eurydice, his own, is now on the lip of 
Daylight* Alas I he forgot. His purpose broke* 

He looked back* 

His labour was lost, the pact he had made with the 
merciless king 

Annulled* Three times did thunder peal o^^er the 
pools of Avemus. 

she cried, ‘has doomed me to misery, who has 
doomed us? *. 

Thus she spoke: and at once from his sight, like a 
wisp of smoke 
Thinned into air, was gone. 

Wildly he grasped at shadows, wanting to say much 
more, 

But she did not see him; nor would the ferryman of 
the Inferno 

Let him again cross the fen that lay between them*^ 

Already, death-cold, Eurydice was on Charon’^s boat* 

For seven months Orpheus wept beneath a cliff by the river 
Strymon, and deep in icy caverns, as he roamed the northern snows 
of Tanais, his lamentation fascinated even the tigers, and c^'en oak- 
trees. No love, no weddiug-song could move him, and the women of 
the Ciconcs, during their sacred, midnight orgies in honour of 
Bacchus, punished him for his neglect by tearing him apart* They 
shewed his flesh over the land, and hurled his severed head in the 
river Hebrus* As it was sw^ept along by the waters, the head called out 
‘Euiy dice", arid the river-banks echoed the name. 

When Proteus had finished speaking, he plunged into the sea 
again. Aristaeus was startled by the tale, but his mother C>™e 
^id that It explained why his bees were destroyed by the Wood- 
Nymphs; for they had been Eurydice’s companions* She bade her 
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son offer the Nymphs suonfices and homage* He must shy four 
splendid bulls and four heifers, and leave the bodies, diained of 
blood, beside four altars. Then, nine days later, after sacrificing 
poppies of Lethe to Orpheus and killing a black ewe, he must revisit 
the grove, and appease Euiy'dice by the sbughtcr of a calf. 

He did as she had ordained, and when on the ninth day he came 
back to the grove, he saw a portent* From the broken, putrid flanks 
of the oxen a great stream of bees was buzzing and swarming up to 
the bending boughs of a tree, upon w hich they fastened to hang in 
clusters. 

Before Virgil wrote these Georgks, his first collection of poems the 
Eclogues (c. 43-37 Bc) had adapted to Rome, among other themes, a 
set of Greek pastoral or bucolic myths, reladng to rural matters, 
and dealing with such topics as shepherds' singing contests and 
mutual bantering, laments for rustic lovers, and the like. This 
bucolic genre had been developed into a branch of Greet literature 
by Theocritus in the third century bc. Although Theocritus lived 
first, perhaps, at Cos and then at Alexandria—where he supported 
the crusade of Callimachus for short poems (page 299)—he had 
been born at Syracuse, and it is to Sidly that the origin of these 
shepherd myths belongs. Tradition, however, came to associate 
them with the singing competitions of rustic Arcadia, in Greece 
itself, and Virgil blends references to that countryside with aUusions 
to the region of his native north Italian Mantua as well. 

In the hands of Theocritus and Virgil the simplicity of this sort 
of poetry is elaborate and refined. Yet it may weU go back to the 
unaffected songs sung (and accompanied on the pipes) by the herds¬ 
men themselves, as they still are in many parts of the Mediterranean 
area today. The traditional founder of this branch of mythology 
and poetry was the shepherd Daphnls, who, blinded by a nymph 
(or Aphrodite) for rejecting her or being unfaithful, spent the rest 
of his life—undl Hermes took him to heaven—making sad songs 
about his own late (unless it was his companioas who made the songs 
about him)* But Daphnis, Corydon, Thyrsis, Amaryllis and the rest 
were introduced to Greek literary circles, with subtle humour, by 
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Theocritus and then, in more ethereal and eni^adc fastuoiij were 
adopted by *the Vlrgilbn pastoral, that frail and i mpossible beaut>'/ as 
George Gordon described it, *50 foolish in foolish hands, but capable 
of such elegance^ such tenderness and capricious grace/ 

The pastoral took Rome by storm. Dunng the Renaissance^ and 
particularly in the seventeenth century', it came into its own again. 
Milton infused Lycidas^ U Penseroso and Comus with a 

good deal of this spirit, and Poussin, in his picrure ^Et in Arcadia 
ego’ (1630), sums up in an autumnal enchanted mood, recalling his 
Ovidian scenes (page 383) hut with deeper underlying emotion, 
this blissful uncorrupted Arcadia, tempered by regret at the brevity 
of human life. Twenty years later, Poussin’s repainting of the theme 
is stiller and more spacious, enfolded in a sad, comforting Virgilian 
evening light. But the future course of the pastoral tradition was to 
lead to the superficiality of the Petit Trianon, to shepherdesses of 
Dresden china—and to extensive adaptation of this imagery in a 
number of works by Andr6 Gide. 

Virgil’s second w'orlc, the four GtorgkSj took seven years to com* 
plete (f, 36-29 Bc), being published shortly after Augustus’ defeat 
of Antony and Qeopatra at Actium. The name of the work, in Greek, 
refers to farming, and it was a patriotic aim of Vir^ to bring the 
spirit of Hesiod s Works and Days (page loS) to the Latin language 
and to Roman audiences. ^The best poem of the best poet,’ according 
to Dry'dcn and Montaigne had thought it the most highly hnished 
w'ork of all poetry—the Georgies arc a collection of poems to the 
Roman homeland, and to Italy, not long united and now' a word w'ith 
profound emotional associations. This is the spirit in which Virgil, 
dedicated to the farmer’s hard work which was the basis of Italy’s 
triumphs, adapts and transforms into a wholly new splendour the 
material of Alexandrian didactic poets, adding something of the 
philosophical manner of his own older oontemporaiy Lucredus, 

and even drawing upon a recent pre^e treatise on country life by 
Varro. 

The first Georgic deals with crops, the second with fruit-trees 
(particularly the vine and olive), the third with farm animals, and 
the fourth with bee-keeping. This played a larger part than now 
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localise sugar was not yet employed ^ except for medicinal purposes^ 
and honey was eaten when we should eat butter. In the first part of 
the fourth book Virgil tells of the struggles and ambitions of the 
bees, a microcosm of human endeavour» 

Illustrious of wing, through the battle-line the 
monarchs 

Move, vast passions agitating their little breasts, 

Obstinate not to give in till superior weight of numbers 
Has forced one side or the other to turn their backs in 
flight.* 

But then the poet turns from this account to tell how the mythical 
Aristaeus loses his bees, and, appealing to his mother the water- 
nymph Gyrene, is instructed to seek out Proteus the Old Man of 
the Sea, and hear his prophecy* Some ancient critics believed this 
story to be a later addition—inserted to replace praises of Virgil s 
friend GaUus, because Callus, first go%'cnior of Eg^t after its 
conquest from Cleopatra, had fallen into disgrace with Augustus 
and lost his life. But this suggestion is almost certainly wrong. 
The miniature epic of Aristaeus with two shorter stories (Proteus an d 
Orpheus) within its folds, is not only the most satisfying of many 
brilliant insets in the poem , but a fitting, if surprising, climax, 
Aristaeus was the foster-brother of Jupiter, in relation to whom 
he was worshipped in Arcadia,* though the cult originated in 
Thessaly, He was the legendary protector of cattle and fruit-trees* 
He was also, according to a Hesiodic poem, the shepherd w^ho has 
seen the Muses, and has been endow^cd by them with herds to guard, 
and with the arts of healing and foretelling.* Pindar recounts the love 
of Apollo for Aristaeus’ mother Cyrene, and how the centaur 
Chiron prophesied her son’s birth, and how he was bom in Libya;* 
and the tale is briefly cold by Apollonius.’ The scene of Aristaeus 
visit to his mother beneath the ocean is modelled upon the IlkiiF and 
perhaps also upon the lyric poet Bacchylides of Ceos. According 
to an alternative version, he is the son of Melissa (= bee), and is fed 
by her upon nectar and ambrosia. 

The strange story of a new swarm of bees being bom from a 
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^cass reproduces a wdespread belief in the andent world* and, 
indeed, until the seventeenth century. In fact, far from being 
generated by camon, bees detest it; but drone flies do not, and per¬ 
haps the superstition arises from the clouds of drones that surround 
a carcass. The details speak of stinking corruption. Yet all the same 
this strange story, as Jules Michelet said, is ‘a song full of immor- 
talit)', which, in the mystery of Nature's transformations, embodies 
our highest hope—that death is not a death, but the beginning of a 
new life’. 

As in the Odyss^y^^ Idothea, the daughter of Proteus, advised 
Alenelaus to seek out her father, so in the Georgies Cyrene bids her 
son go to Proteus. In the Homeric poem Proteus served Posidon in 
in Euripides* Helm he was the virtuous king of Egypt 
who kept her safe. Egypt was much in the minds of Romans when the 
Georgies were published, for the countiy' had just been incorporated 
into the Roman empire (page 309). Yet whereas in the Odyssey the 
seer had satisfied all the requests of Menelaus, here his intervention 
is a riddlingly imperfect fulfilment of Cvrene’s assurance and 
this is one of the reasons why the poem remains enigmatic. Francis 
Bacon found particular fascination in the mjih of Proteus, in whom 
his love for allegory (page 423) fancifully detected an analog)' to 
nature or matter, imprisoned and handcuffed by mechanical arts, 
and so made more tractable and ready to yield evidence—such are 
‘the vexations of art!* 

At all events the tale which Proteus tells eontributes to Aristacus* 
solution; md the prophet’s authoritative pronouncement on the sin— 
his pursuit of Eurydice—^ves added richness and impressiveness 
to the elaborate tale. It is fitting, too, that we hear the myth of 
Orpheus from no ordinaiy- mouth. For this 106-line climax within 
a climax is the story of the supreme singer and patron of poetry— 
Orpheus whom the hero of the Aencid was to meet before all others 
in the Undeiw orld (page 328). This tale of Orpheus, the culmination 
of the Georgtes, is a fusion of ancient traditions, folk-ules, romances 
and, pwhaps, semi-historical memories. When Orpheus looked back, 
^10 dice w-as lost to him. The earliest known mention of a wife of 
Orp eus IS in Plato s Symposium^ where he recovers only her 
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phantom,^^ la a long fmgnicnt by the third-century ec Alexandrian 
writer HermesianaXj to whom (as to his master Fhilctas of Cos) 
Orpheus was a central figure, his wife Is called Argiope, 1 he name 
of Eurydice the ‘wide-judging' (perhaps originally a synonym of 
PcTsephone-Proscrpina) is first found in the Alexandrian Lament 
for Biont in which she was successfully restored to life. This had 
apparently been the earliest version. If so, the account of the failure 
of Orpheus’' quest was introduced later, as an instance of the wide¬ 
spread folk-talc motif of punishment for curiosity (page 417). 

But then some poet, unknown to us, saw the myth as symbolhdng 
the futility of seeking to outwit death. The final version seemed to 
Virgil, as to the Alexandrians before him, the best and most pathetic 
of accounts of love. It reproduces a folk-^ale current from Thrace 
to North America and Japan, the story of the man who went to the 
other world to fetch his wife and (usually) lost her, because he broke 
some taboo. Ancient and widespread, too, is the idea that men must 
always avert their eyes from gods or ghosts of the underworld. The 
gods had warned Orpheus j and even the lord of song was not so 
powerful as their warning. The power of song w'as mighty and it 
could almost call back the dead—but not quite. For song belongs 
to the human heart, and even the loving human heart is of less 
avail than death. 


2 The Holy Orphk Books 

Probably there was an early, lost Descent 0/ Orpheus to the Under¬ 
world. Such Descents, in the eastern Alcditerranean world at least, 
and perhaps among the North American Indians also, have a source 
in common with the Sumerian epic of Gilgamesh (page 94). There 
were Greek versions in poems and on vase-paintings, relating to 
many heroes from CMysseus onwards—though he, according to the 
main tale, went rather to the ends of the world (pages 74, 92). 
I'hesc adventurous journeys were undertaken in order to search 
for the dead and interrogate them for revelations of the afterlife; 
Plato sees such descents as cemporar>' absences of the soul from its 
human frame. Stories of this kind arc common to all agricultural 
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peoples, since the vegeiadon ajid crops depended upon the under¬ 
world deities, whose other task it was to keep the souk of the dead. 
Earth is the mother, and the dead return to her {page 146)* 

St Paul, too, claimed to have travelled beyond the grave. '^Des¬ 
cents' are still told of, and believ^ed today, in Siberia, Mongolia and 
Tibet where there are sftiittttius —in descent from the Sibyls (page 
340) or the Delphic Pj^ia (page 139) or others like them—held to 
possess an occult control over nature, which they can use to harm 
or benefit their fcllow-mcn. The Siberian r/umair wears a feather- 
coat identifying himself with the dead, who in the Gilgamesh epic 
have birds' feathers. Assyrian priests wrore them too, and Virgil 
compares the ghosts to thronging birds. 

But this myth of the other world, in relation to Orpheus, is only 
one aspect of the impact made by 'Orphic' tales upon beliefs regard¬ 
ing the afterlife. For the name of Orpheus had also been attached 
to a collection of religious movements or tendencies which reached 
their climax in the sixth century bc. He was held to have been a 
human prophet and teacher and a religious founder; though whether 
this is true, or if he existed at all, we shall never know. He was said 
to have come from Thrace, and his rites were linked or identified 
with those of the Thracian god Dionysus-Bacchus (although later 
the adherents of the tw^o were at variance). For alongside the tearing 
apart of Orpheus himself (the subject of Aeschylus' play the 
Basiarat)f the Orphic adopted the myth of the child Dionysus' 
dismembering by the Titans (page 282). Orpheus was also united, 
especially at Delphi, with Apollo, of whom he may originally have 
been a satellite ; though they came to be contrasted, both laid stress 
on purification and righteousness. So Orpheus combined both the 
Apollinc and Dionysiic tendencies in Greek religion. 

About the Orphic holy books, from which Plato quoted verses, 
there is much uncertainty. These extensive religious poems pre¬ 
sumably included accounts of the life, death and miracles of Orpheus. 
But what eke did they contain? And were some or all of them 
written (as was conjectured in ancient limes) by a pious forger, 
Onomacrims, in sixth-ccntury Athens? Or perhaps they were the 
work of a South ftahan devotee. For Orphism is close, so dose as to 
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be sometimes almost indistin^ishabLe from to tbe ascedc mystery- 
religion and way of life established in southern Italy during the later 
sixth century by Pythagoras. Golden tablets subscribing to such 
beliefs have been found in that country (as well as m Crete), and 
after Romeos capture, in 209 bc, ofTarentum (Taras)—the home of 
the Pythagorean school—there was a fresh burst of interest among 
cosmologically minded Romans. 

The most original feature of Orphic doctrme was its much 
increased emphasis on the judgements and rewards awaiting man¬ 
kind in the afterlife. The Mysteries of Demeter at Eleusis had long 
conveyed a similar message (page 148). But that was an established, 
centralized festival, whereas the Orphics ranged far and wide in 
small and scattered units, proclaiming in the name of Orpheus the 
way of salvation/^ which was also ensured by the sale of indulgences 
and by every kind of charm and incantation. The specific belief of 
Orphism was that the soul of man was a fallen god or demon 
impatient of its imprisonment In an alien body, and due for a cycle 
of perpetual re-embodiment on earth; and that this ^sorrowful 
wheer—for in the archaic age life was scorned—could only be 
escaped by initiation and (since the ethical content of religion was 
growing) by righteousness. 

Six centuries later, in the Virgil amalgamates such doc¬ 

trines with the Stoic idea (already expressed in the fourth Cfor^r)'* 
of a universal spirit from which all animate creatures possess a spark. 
Human life is a struggle, and the prize of victory—the other face of 
death—is the coming, through rebirth, to a falissful afterlife. 
Anacreon of Teos, in the sixth century BC, had expressed all mcn^s 
horror of the gloomy pit, that Tartarus already located beneath the 
earth in the Theogony {page 137). 

1 have gone grey at the temples, 
yes, my head is white, there’s nothing 
of the grace of youth that’s left me, 
and my teeth are like an old man’s. 

Life is lovely. But the Lifetime 
that remains for me is little. 
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For this cause I mourn. The terrors 
of the Dark Pit never leave me. 

For the house of Death is deep down 
underneath; the downward journey 
to be feared, for once I go there 
1 know Well there*s no returning.^* 

And the most famous painter of antiquity, Polygnotus of Thasos, 
painted at Delphi, in the following century, many elaborations upon 
the punishments to be undergone in Hades.*^^ His oontemporary, 
Pindar, on the other hand, told of the blessings that awaited him 
who was saved. With sun shining for evermore, 

The good men 

have life without labour ... 

Beside the high gods 

they who had joy in keeping faith lead a life 
without tears. The rest look on a blank face of evd. 

But they who endure thrice over 

in the world beyond to keep their souls from all sin 

have gone God’s way to the tower of Cronus; there 

winds sw'cep from the Ocean 

across the Island of the Blessed.** 

So this place is not in the underworld but still at the ends of the 
world, like the goal of Odysseus’ journey (page 92). Yet Pindar also 
wrote of a blessed place beneath the earth. 

For them, when it is night here. 

The strong sun is shining below. 

In fields of scarlet roses lies their city, 

Shadowy with frankincense 
And heavy with golden fruit.** 

Such hopes and beliefs naturally engendered the further ideas that 
dymg may be a blessed release, that death Is ’swallowed up in victoq^’, 
and jitat the best preparation for this awaited conclusion is an 
ascetic life, the root of Puritanism. 
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The Virgilian poems represent, in ancient dmes^ one of the 
profoimdest attempts to construct Orphism into a necessarily non- 
Jogical, only partially coherent, but profoundly mos*iiiig view of the 
afterlife. 

j Tht Poetic Expression of Myth 

Even divested of the elements which made it the nucleus of religions, 
the myth of Orpheus is of outstanding significance to its poet, and to 
poets. For in Orpheus the power of poetry reached its zenith; he is 
the father of song.**" To Virgil, as to many a Greek writer, the mjih 
of Orpheus is the myth of the power of cormetif the symbol of the 
poet’s incantatory power. Many poets bad sought to obtain prestige 
for their work by using the name of a greater than themselves. The 
name of Orpheus^ in particular, was often used , since he had both the 
dignity of remote antiquity and the cachet of a mysteiy-making 
magician. 

Moreover, Orpheus enchants not only human beings but the rest 
of animate Hfe. 

Over his head 

Birds without number are flying. Fishes leap around 
Out of the deep blue waters, w on by the tuneful sound. 

Even inanimate things, such as oaks (even stones), arc brought under 
a measure of controL Such scenes were dramatized, Vatro tells us, 
by rich Romans who produced Orphic enchantments, to lyre and 
trumpet, in their parks. This idea of inanimate objects controUed 
by the magic of song is considered by Elizabeth Sew'd!; ‘poetry has 
power not merely over words and hence over thoughts, but also in 
some way over natural objects and their behaviour.’ She uses the 
myth as a prime symbol of the ancient struggle to evolve a poedcal, 
mythological way of thinking about change and the processes and 
organisms of life. Not only Virgil, but Shakespeare in the floral 
fantasies of the Winters Tak^ and Marlowe, and more directly and 
didactically Goethe (page 378) and Erasmus Darwin, have sought 
to span the gulf between poetry' and science by such attempts to 
develop a poedcal and mythical expression of biological rcaJiries. 
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Miss Sewell calls her book The Orphic Voice^ but is her theme, or 
the whole of it, truly inherent in the myth of Orpheus? Or is this 
not rather another instance of the modem employment of myth as a 
suggestive framew ork or vehicle for a pattern of thought which was 
not in it from the beginning? 

Miss Sewell makes a point more directly applicable to the myth 
of Orpheus when she stresses its introspective self-consciousness. 
‘In the Orpheus story, myth is looking at itself. This is the reflection 
of mjih in its own mirror . . . Orpheus is poetry thinking about 
itself.’ That is why the poet feels the story so deeply. Both state¬ 
ments made by Miss Sewell are true, but by identifying Orpheus 
and his tale first with self-conscious myth and then with self- 
conscious poetT)', she is referring to two dificrent, though interacting, 
things. Myth and poetry are interwoven but not completely 
synonymous; for example poetry cannot really be translated, whereas 
the m)'thical value of myth remains preserved, even in the worst 
translation (page xx). In primitive communides, myihs are told 
less often in song (the ancestor of poetry) than in simple prose, and 
when song became the medium, it selected and emphasized in order 
to present a single or limited aspect of the myth. Besides, myth 
implies, if not belief, at least a background and atmosphere of past 
beliefs, whereas poetry, in the words of Kant, is ‘entirely indifferent 
to the existence or non-existence of its subject.* The imaginadon of 
the myth-maker has been fairly described as the less controlled half- 
sister of the imaginadon of the artist or poet, rather as magic is the 
half-sister (or bastard sister) of applied science. 

Yet the assodadon of mnh and poetry remains extremely indmatc. 
To poetry, in which reality is experienced on several planes at once, 
‘the use of recurrent themes is,* as T. S. Eliot says, ‘as natural as 
it is to music*. Myths, because they dealt with the supernatural, 
very soon inspired songs and owed their orderly presentadon to this 
medium, while song used myth to give itself a new dimension related 
to the unseen. Throughout the centuries, therefore, many (perhaps 
most?) poets have gained strength and even originality by drawing 
upon the accumulated ardsde, mythological heritage. Tradidon, 
according to this classical idea, dominates, yet does not hamper. 
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Instead it provides a framework^ a basis of talts and events appealinK 
to the great human affections, ’which enables and encoura^the poet 
to find himseif—in the image of the mythical situadon he can 
concentrate his emotions, or set them in pcrspertivct 
Dante {Fatadm XXXHI), B^Ton in M^njted, Wordsworth in 
Th< Rrdude^ have given their various expressions to this inextricable 
link between poetry and myth; so has Shelley, whose Tfitttttph of^ 
Ufi sees in mythology a liberation from the *curse which binds us 
to be subjeaed to the accident of surrounding impressions\ Even 
in our own century, when such an attitude Is far from universal, 
Edwin Muir, Ezra Pound and Robert Graves believe that if a poet 
is to transcend his time he must enter imaginadvely into the world 
of the prime classiral mjths. And if poetry needs these myths (no 
less than it needs, for example, metaphor), they in their tmn need 
poetry, ^because a myth is not a myth until it is imaginadvely 
expressed—and it needs to be expressed in poetry before its pro- 
foundcst reserves of significance can be tappcd\ 

To the Greeks above all poetry seemed inseparable from myth. 
What enchanted and moved them, thus forming the basis and^ fit 
subjects for their poedc tradidon," was the memory of m>i^cal 
or legendary deeds attributed to supermen of old. An idealizing 
influence upon the early Greeks, myth found its natural vehicle in 
poetry, of which the very origins were derived from ballads in praise 
of the heroes. As rime went on the myths, far from becoming the 
decayed remnants which our own eighteenth century made of them, 
were loaded by the Greeks with ever more significance and emotional 
power, derived from the accumulated expre^ion of one poetic 
imaginarion after another. 

Oscar Wilde, in T&f Burden of Uyi^ wrote of 

all those talcs imperishably stored 
In little Grcdan urns, freightage more rich 
Than any gaudy galleon of Spain 
Bare from the Indies ever. 

But this gives rather too static an impression, for as Aristotle says 
‘when tellmg a tale aU men add something to it, because that 
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increases the plcasure\** For this reason, as well as because of feulty 
memories, patriotic propaganda, miscaken aetiologies (page 122) and 
the like, there are bewilderingiy numerous interpretations of every 
story: the myths are not frozen, but continuously prompt the 
exploration of fresh areas of thought and feeling, the weaving and 
re-weaving of a never completed or completable partem. Moreover, 
there are almost as many diHercnt rmiOTt as there are inter¬ 
pretations ► Rarely does a single writer supply a full account of any 
tale, and the seeker after origins desiring to analyse, arrange and 
classify wUl often find genuine, ancient material in the least promis¬ 
ing and latest authors. Often Callimachus, or Chid, or the Byzantine 
Tzetzes give versions earlier in origin than those recorded by poets 
five hundred or a thousand yearn before them. 

Indeed, the fullest of all mythological handbooks in prose is the 
Ubrary (BiHiotkffa) bearing the name of ApoUodorus, perhaps of 
the first or second century ad (Diodorus the Sicilian, in the first 
century BC, had made use of a similar work which is now lost). But to 
read the uncritical, inartistic Greek prose of ApoUodorus is a 
deadening experience, far indeed from all that Orpheus stands for. 
It is the task of today's researcher into myths to look at both sides 
of this question: to match with one another both brands of ancient 
writer about mythology, the prosaic analyst and the dynamic poet. 
Without the former, we only have the finished masterpieces, which 
inevitably distract their admirers from the origins that the archaeo¬ 
logist and anthropologist are obhged to seek (page ix)—distract 
them so much that Vico (page 424) and Herder even argued the 
whole corpus of myths to be a product of poets; it remained for 
Hcjtie (Christian Gottlob) to distinguish between the myth and its 
poetic expression^ As for the poets of later dmes, from the Renaiss^ 
ance undl today, though they have often brilliantly refashioned 
Greek myths after their own images, they are less well equipped to 
offer scholarly explanations of the same stories* origins; and when 
this is attempted, as in Robert Graves* IVhffe Codiitss^ the result is 
rather to add new myths to old ones* 

This special link between Greek poetry and myth has peculiar 
significance because the role of poetry in Greek society so far 
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exceeded its part in modem life. Poctrj' cantinued without inter¬ 
mission (and evcn^ to a lesser extent^ in the Roman world) as the 
medium through which great issues were discussed and clarified. 
Aristotle points out its advantages for this purpose over history. 
The one describes w^hat has happened»the other what might happen. 
Hence poetry is the more philosophical and serious of the two^ for 
poetry speaks of what is universal history of what is particular,” 
The distinction was not clear-cut, for the heroic myths were regarded 
as containing a core of historical truth (page 34)—such as is present, 
for example, in Shakespeare^s historifsl plays. Yet the myths were also 
elevated and universalized by their poetical embodiment, and thereby 
took a share in poctry'^s eminent position in society. As a vehicle for 
religion and an ideal stratum of history, as rnateml for pamting and 
sculpture, this mythology represented a body of experience superior 
to any other. The number of predicaments in which human beings 
can become involved fall into not too many categories, A widespread 
human instinct, therefore, prompts the conversion of stories or 
events or places or persons into instinctive centres of reference, 
which, since the world is too much with us, take the form of myths. 

The Orpheus story loots inwards upion the literary creators and 
recreators of those myths, reminding us that poets have always 
striven to create a mythical world that shall be a symbol for the 
world of actual existence. A few', such as Byron and Rimbaud,, have 
even completed their myths by living them. Most have written about 
them, or painted them, instead. ‘There is no doubt about it,* remarked 
Thomas Mann, ‘the moment when the story'-tcller acquires the 
mythical way of looking at thinp marks a new beginning in his life. 
It means a peculiar intensification of his artistic mood, a fresh 
serenity in his powers of perception and creation/ And this usually 
comes rather late in life. Another novelist who used mythical 
material to grasp at the permanent relations of things was Hermann 
Broch. It was Broch*s view' (1945) that mythical novels come into 
being at periods of dislocation, like the present time, which call for a 
new coherence. The popularity of Herman Melville today (page 211) 
points in the same direction; so, in more general terms, does the 
steadily increasing critical interest in the literary' uses of myth. As the 
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straightforvi'ard naturalism of the 1950’s declined, dramatists, too, 
have often returned to the classical mythology (pges 59, 198, 212, 
248), *l am always looking for myths,* Sartre is quoted as saying 
{1961)—"in other words, for subjects so sublimated that they are 
recognizable to evcry'one, without recourse to minute psychological 
details’. And it is to the classical stories that he is referring. 

Yet, even if we know a little more about the origins of their myth¬ 
ology than the Greeks themselves knew', we arc naturally, In other 
respects, far less at home with this sort of material than they were. 
For one thing, we have for centuries been living in a civilization that 
is allegedly based on Christian, not pagan, traditions and values. 
We also live in a scicntiJiG age. Besides, the fact that our poetry and 
our visual arts no longer work in close association with each other 
means that my^ihs, which used to be presented simultaneously in 
both media, have much less chance to make an impact upon us. In 
Greece, at least from the seventh century bc if not before (page 39), 
the poet and visual artist worked on the same mythological material 
and enjoyed comparable presdge and influence over the minds of 
men. Daedalus is an emblem of that presdge (page 385). So is 
Pygmalion of Cyprus, who loved a beautiful statue which Venus 
brought to life to become his bride- Ovid said he had made the 
statue himself. And so this story- (adapted by Shaw to the version 
popular today in the musical pby My Fair Lady) reminded the 
Greeks of an earlier and even more imposing function of art when the 
artist aimed at rivalling creadon itself. 

The literary and visual arts served a single end: when the poet 
varied, explained and embroidered a myth, the visual artist could 
do the same, for Greeks expected him to and, as Bernard Berensou 
obser\'cd, art flowers and ripens upon this humus of minds open to 
such stories, Thus the first freestanding sculptuted figures (attri¬ 
buted to Daedalus himself)* represent attempts to depict inythki^i 
situation. India on the other hand is an example of a country in 
which epic and drama led to no such association or parallel develop¬ 
ment With the visual artists. But in the whole history- of western art 

* From ^ mid^vwiih century bc, the Greek 'tiatj-pon' of W*ucntk an ific Nilfi 
Mted U e dunnet for the tnmmKtiDa of tgnaiu scutptunl techniquES ottwf ideas. 
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there has been conrinual inteiactionj and at certain times of out¬ 
standing ardsde achievementj such as the sixteenth century, this 
has—as in andent dmes—taken the form of a preference by sculptors 
and painters for classical myth. Today, the harnessing together of 
poetry and visual art docs not exist to nearly the same extent, 
indeed, except for a few men such as Picasso, Braque and Knko- 
schka {page ^23), artists do not often draw upon the classical myths. 
The impact neither of poetry nor of myiJiology, today, is generally 
reinforced by visual means. 

Not, however, that a devotion hy ardsts to myth would nowadays 
do much to reinstate mythology as an integral part of society. For, 
whereas neither poetry nor art enjoy the public interest and repute 
of Greek or even Gracoo-Roman dmes, art even more than poetry 
has ceased to make much impact upon public taste. There are a few 
chic names, and there are more hooks and exhibitions about art 
than ever before, but art has become alien from the commumt)'’s 
most cherished habits and preoccupations. As Edgar Wind has 
remarked, ‘an immunity to art enables us to glide along the surfaces 
of many different ardsde experiences without getring involved in 
any\ The mythological experience is one of them. It may conceivably 
be communicated to us either through Greek literature (even in 
transLadon) or through the Greek visual arts; or wc may gain a vivid, 
though non-Greek, whiff of it from the varied idioms of Titian, or 
Claude, or Picasso. But in ancient d mes the impact of this experience 
was powerful Indeed, for not only were the myths sdll present and 
lived with, but they were potently and simultaneously transmined 
by the related talents of poetry and visual arts alike. 

'I'hroughout the centuries since then und] quite recendy, poet, 
painter and sculptor have remained united in their devodon to myth¬ 
ological themes. But it is the poets, in particular, who have agreed 
with Virgil that Orpheus is their symbol, and have used his name and 
myth to talk about their art. Ovid, in his Metamarphities {page 375), 
gives greater prominence to Orpheus than to any other single figure 
in the work.” He is at the hinge of the whole book; Ovid uses the 
Storys of Eurydicc to claim a lofty value for love, hut he also dwells 
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particularly upon Orpheus* death, which Vir^ had only told 
briefly. The fate of Orpheus was to be tom apart by Maenads, either 
because he had neglected to honour Dionysus or because he taught 
homosexualit)'. His severed head floated down the Hebnis, and came 
finally to Lesbos. 

Even in the Catacombs, Orpheus is to be seen ringing; the Chris¬ 
tians idendfled him with the Prince of Peace in Isaiah. Dante 
allegorized the story; PoUtian in the fifteenth century made it into 
a tragic drama; and to Henryson (1415“!500) Eurydice is ^goddes 
infemall* and *quenc of fary** The Venetian painters dw^elt on 
Various aspects of the myth. To Shakespeare, too, the powder of music 
and poetry was a civilizing and pcifying force symbolized by 
Orpheus. 

Therefore the poet 

Did feign that Orpheus drew trees, stories and floods; 

Since nought so stockish, hard and full of rage, 

But muric for the time doth change his nature.. 

And in him every poet triumphs and suffers. To Milton also Orpheus 
was a central figure. In VAlkgr& he calb for soft Lydian airs; 

Untwisting all the chains that tie 
The hidden soul of harmony, 

That Orpheus* self may have his head. 

From golden slumber, on a bed 
Of heaped Elysian flowers, and hear 
Such strains as w'ould have won the ear 
Of Pluto to have quite set free 
His half-regained Eurydice. 

Then, in the resonant rhetoric of Paradise Lost, he tells of Orpheus* 
death, and of the might of his song, 

Orpheus and Eurydice, familiar from Offenbach, have provided 
theme ever since the first of extant operas. Peri and 
Caccini*5 Euridke of t6oo, written for the marriage of Henri IV. 
But it was Gluck (1714-8) whose treatment of the same theme 
wedded drama to a more truthful and dignified kind of music, with 
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tension or pathos well contrived by his librettist Gtlzabigi. The 
notes of Novalis (d^ i8oi) for his unfinished novel Hemtkh von 
Ofttrdhgen show that he proposed to identify his heroes death mth 
that of Orpheus^ Goethe^ in his difliaik Orpheus (t Siy)! saw him 
as an oracle darkly revealing the processes of time and change. In. 
Words worth*s Pomtr of Musk (tSoh), he is a street-fiddier in Chford 
Street, with New Testament overtones. To Shelley in Prorntthous 
Unbound^ 

Language is a perpetual Orphic song 

WTiich rules with Daedal harmony a throng 
Of thoughts and forms which else senseless and 
shapeless were- 

Rainer Maria Rilke enjoyed a special power of reliving myths and 
infusing them with a new, personal meaning; and the story of 
Orpheus, in particular, is one which provides the framework for 
many of his private symbols^ His Orpheus^ Eurydke^ Hermes (1904) 
is unusual because it is with Euiy'dice, not Orpheus, that the poet 
seems to identify himself—abdicating from human relations, and 
celebrating the rejection of fertility that is death. The twenty'-sut 
pioems that form the first part of Rilte^s fifty^-five Smnets to Orpheus 
(1922), comprising an extraordinary, climactic lyrical spasm, are 
addressed to Orpheus w^hose music breaks down rigid forms of 
nature, lending them new rhythms and dimensions. About twelve 
of the poems deal with the Orphic legend in the doser sense, and of 
these the first and last tell his story* The final poem recounts his death 
and destruction, but also declares that his influence does not die. 

Though they destroyed you at last and revenge had its 
will, 

Sound of you lingered in lions and rocks you were 
first to 

Enthral, in the trees and the birds* You are singing 
there still. 

Oscar Kokoschka, too, has been thinking of Orpheus since 1913 
at least. During a personal crisis after he was wounded in the 
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First World War, he wotc the play Orpheus and Eurydice which has 
been performed at Vienna (attracting great attention) in 1961. The 
decor is by the author—a significant versatility’ in the recreation of 
a myth. Orpheus descends to Hades for Eurydice, but Eurydice 
must return there: for she expects Pluto’s child, who will incarnate 
creative regeneration. In this strongly emotional view of the basic 
sex-war, woman is permanent, linked with the growth of the earth; 
man (although our civilization is dominated by him) is impermanent 
and restless, his love for W’oman leading only to sorrow and death. 
A more positive attitude to Orpheus inspired the dramadcaily 
^rging figures card ed in wood (1935,1949) by Ossip Zadkine (bom 
in Smolensk), a sculptor who prefers the basic classical myths as 
the subjects for his seething, unexpected imagery. His interpretation 
of Orpheus may be contrasted with the calm, graceful vitality of 
the same mythical figure in the hands of Carl Milles. 

The Eurydice of Anouilh (1941) on the other hand—the first of his 
war-time plays—symbolizes the dreariness of life, with all the ele¬ 
ments of Greek tragic inevitability. The love of a penniless musician’s 
young son for the daughter of an insignificant actress can only be 
saved (as there is a mysterious Hermes to show) if, metaphorically, 
the young man does not turn his eyes upon this love. But he insists 
on knowing the truth of her life—the theme w’hich Proust had 
worked out in so much detail—and he is doomed by the irreconcila¬ 
bility of her banal, futile everyday makeshifts with the ideal picture 
in his mind. Yet Anouilh is on the side of Eurydice—one of his 
typical heroines as Harold Hobson says, ‘all simple, all kind, all frail, 
all with a curious stamp of soiled purit)’’. In Cocteau’s surrealist 
but poetic extravaganza Orphee^ the medium of the cinema, including 
trick photography, is mobilized to rcinvigorate the same m>th. The 
poet is tom to pieces because, in the poctiy’ competition, he submits 
a coarse joke. Death, on which the film (like its sequel Testament 
(TOrphee) is a meditation, is its most imposmg figure. ‘We are in 
the supernatural,’ concludes Cocteau, ‘up to our necks’. 
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THE QUEST FOR A NEW HOME 


I The St&ry 0/ the aen'EID Told by Virgil 

I SING of arms and the man fated to be an exile, was the first 
to sail from the land of Troy and reach the coast of La^inium in 
Italy* He suffered greatly on sea and land because of the anger of 
Juno, and he endured much in warfare, before he could build a city 
and instal his gods in Ladum. From him came the Ladn race, the 
lords of Alba Longa, and the lofty city of Rome. 

Carthage, the home of settlers from Tyre, was loved by Juno 
above all other lands, and even above Samos. But at the siege of 
Troy her love for Argos had made her an enemy of the Trojans, 
and now, knowing that men of Trojan descent W'ere fated one day to 
overthrow Carthage, she sent storms to scatter Aeneas’ remnant from 
the siege—those whom even Achilles had not been able to kill—all 
over the ocean* For as Aeneas was sailing from Sicily towards the 
Italian shore, the goddess persuaded Aeolus, lord of the winds, to 
raise a tempest and scatter his fleet, which was driven near the 
perilous coast of Africa. Neptune, however, felt the upheaval and 
calmed the waters* Three of the Trojan ships were sunk, hut the rest 
came safely to different points of the shore. Next day, Aeneas 
joumcjTd inland, accompanied by Achates, and reached the city of 
Carthage. Encountering on the way his mother Venus, who had 
learnt from Jupiter of Rome’s great destiny, he was informed by 
her that the new settlement’s ruler was EHdot she had fled from her 
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native T>T€ after the murder of her husband Sychaeus, The queen 
gave Aeneas a hospitable welcome, and Venus sent Cupid to male 
her fall in love with him. 

At a banquet that night Dido invited her visitor to describe the 
fall of Troy and his wanderings. He began by telling of the wooden 
horse, devised by Epeus the Greek, w^hich the Trojans wxre deceived 
into accepting in their town; and of the iU-umened death of the 
Trojan priest Laocoon, strangled by huge red-crested snakes. Then 
Aeneas recalled the last night of his city, when the Greek soldiers 
descended from the horse*s hollow belly and opened the gates to 
their aimy, which had secretly returned from Tenedos. 

They were young and angry, like wolves, marauders in 
black mist, whom, hunger 

Drives blindly on; whose whelps, abandoned, wait them 

Dry-jawed . . . 


Who could explain that night*s destruction, equal 
Its agony with tears? 

Everywhere sorrow, 

Everywhere panic, everywhere the image 
Of death, made manifold.^ 

Aeneas told how at the bidding of Venus he made his escape from 
the burning city, taking his wife Creusa, his father Anchises, his son 
Ascanius (lulus), and his household gods. He and his father and son 
escaped, but in the turmoil he became separated from Creusa. 
Searching for her, he met her ghost, for she w^ already dead“-and her 
wTaith disclosed that he was destined to settle in the land of the w'cst. 

Aeneas went on to speak of his wanderings since that day. Warned 
away from Thrace by the voice of his murdered relative Polydorus, 
he and his men had visited Delos, where the oracle of Apollo bde 
them seek their ancient mother\ They tried to stay in Crete but 
were attacked by a plague, and Aeneas was warned by his household 
gods in a dream that Italy, not Crete, was to be his destination. 
Storm-driven to the islands of the Strophades, they were attacked 
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by Harpies and landed on the shores of Epirus. Here Pmm*s son 
Helenus had settled, become king, and married Andromache, whose 
ravisher Achilles' son Pyrrhus (Neoptolemus) had died. Helenus 
bade them make for Italy, consulting the Sibyl at Cumae and con¬ 
ciliating Juno. 

And then Aeneas concluded his story to Dido with an account of 
their jouroeyings along the coast of SidJy, past the perils of the 
Cyclops, to the western extremity of the island. There, at Drepanum, 
ruled by his kinsman Acestes who hospitably received them, 
Aeneas' father Anchises had died. 

The Carthaginian queen confided to her sister Anna that, although 
she had sworn never to marry again, she was falling more and more 
deeply under Aeneas' spelL When a storm burst upon the two of 
them as they were out hunting, they sheltered in a cave, and made 
love. 

And the mountain nymphs wail high their incantations: 

First day of death, first cause of evil.* 

Venus had persuaded Juno to consent to the match so that the two 
goddesses should he at peace. But Jupiter sent Mercury to warn 
Aeneas that it was not his destiny to remain m Africa, and that he 
must leave Dido at once. Aeneas planned to depart in secret, but the 
queen discovered his intentions and desperately begged him to stay. 

And good Aeneas, longing 
To ease her grief with comfort, to say something 
To turn her pain and hurt away, sighs often, 

His heart being moved by this great love most deeply. 

And still—the gods give orders, he obeys them. 

He goes back to the fleet.* 

And so Dido killed herself; and as he sailed aw^y, Aeneas saw her 
funeral pyre. 

He returned to E)repanum, and celebrated the anniversary of his 
father's death with funeral games. While these were taking place, the 
Trojan women, at Juno's instigation, burnt four of his ships. But he 
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himself, leaving some of his men behind as settlers, sailed on, 
Hov^ever, Venus and Nq)tune had made a pact that one man must 
pay with his life for the safety of the rest, and his pilot Falinurus, 
sleeping at the helm, fell overbcHird and was drowned. 

Aeneas now landed in Italy and sought otit the Sibyl of Cumae, 
w‘ho in a prophetic trance foretold that he would fight wars in Italy 
for the sate of a foreign bride. He begged her for admission to the 
Underw'orld, so that he might again sec his father face to face, and 
she told him how this could be done. 

By night, by day, the portals of dark Dts 
Stand open: it is easy, the descending 
I>0WTi to Avernus. But to climb again, 

To trace the footsteps back to the air above, 

There lies the task, the toll. A few, beloved 
By Jupiter, descended from the gods, 

A few', in whom exalting virtue burned, 

Have been permitted.* 

The Sibyl told Aeneas to seek out and pluck the Golden Bough 
which would admit him to the Undcrw'orld. She also bade him bury' 
3 dead comrade w'hom he would findi and on leaving the cave, he 
saw and buried the body of Mlsenus, drowned for challenging the 
gods with the music of his horn. Then Aeneas plucked the Golden 
Bough, and after sacrificing to the gods of the Underworld des¬ 
cended with the Sibyl into an opening of the earth beside I<akc 
Avemus. They went on their way, ‘walking in the darkness, with the 
shadows round them and nighfs loneliness above them, through 
Pluto s substanceless Empire, and past its homes where there is 
no life within; as men walk through a wood under a fitful moon^s 
ungenerous light when Jupiter has hidden the sky in shade and a 
black night has stolen the colour from the world.They passed a 

giant dm tree—the home of False Dreams—and the ghosts of many 
monsters. 


From here, the road turns off to Acheron, 

River of Hell; here, thick with muddy whirling, 
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&)C} ms boils with sand. Charon is here, 

The guardian of these mingling Winters, Charon 
Uncouth and filthy, on whose chin the hair 
Is a tangled mat, whose eyes protrude, are burning; 
Whose dirty cloak is knotted at the shoulder. 

He poles a boat, tends to the sail unaided. 

Ferrying bodies in his rust-hued vessel 
Old, but a god*s senility is awfiil 
In its raw greenness. 

To the bank come thronging 

Mothers and men, bodies of great-souled heroes, 

Their life-time over, boys, unwedded maidens, 

Young men whose fathers saw their pj^s burning. 

Thick as the forest leaves that fall in autumn 
With early frost, thick as the birds to landfall 
From over the seas, when the chiU of the year 
compels them 

To sunlight. There they stand, a host, imploring 
To be taken over first. Their hands, in longing, 

Reach out for the farther shore. But the gloomy 
boatman 

Makes choice among them, taking some, and keeping 
Others far back from the stream's edge.* 

W hen Aeneas and the Sibyl had crossed the stream, they heard the 
loud wailing of those who had died In infanc>\ They also passed the 
ghosts of men who had been condemned on a false accusation, 
and others who had killed themselves* Then, in the Fields of Moum^ 
ing, they came upon those who had died because of the cruelties of 
love; among them was Dido. Her unjust fate brought pity to 
Aeneas' heart. But he and the Sibyl passed on, and entered the 
Secluded Fields thronged by w^r heroes. From there, he saw^ beneath 
him, encircled by the burning river Phlegcthon, great battlements. 
These were the prison-walls, the Sibyl told him, for those whom 
heaven had condemned to eternal punishment. 
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Finally they came to the ELysUn Fields. There, after seeing 
Orpheus, Aeneas met the spirit of Anchises, his father. Anchises 
revealed to him the workings of the universe, and the puriheadons 
through which men could be admitted to Elysium. From this Land 
of Joy, though "^each of us finds the world of death which is fitted to 
hiraseir, some, after a thousand years, would be sent back to earth, 
deprived by a draught from Lethe of all memory of w hat they had 
been before. Among these would be Aeneas* own desoendams; 
whom Anchlses now showed him, in a pageant of Roman history 
culminating in Augustus and Augustus* nephew Marcellus, cut off 
in his youth. 

And so Aeneas and the Sibyl departed from the Underworld. They 
w^ent out by one of the Twin Gates of Sleep—not by the Gate of 
Horn, which provides a path for shadows that are true, but by the 
Gate of Ivory, through which the spirits send visions that are false 
in the light of day. Rejoining his comrades, Aeneas coasted along to 
Caieta, and then into the Tiber's mouth. 

Latinus, ruler of Latium, had a daughter Lavinia, whom the oracle 
of his father Faunus, at Albmiea’s spring, had warned him he must 
^ stranger. Ttiruus, prince of the Rutulians, had claimed 
Lavinia's hand, but Latinos now knew that her bridegroom must be 
Aeneas. His queen, Amata, however, still favoured Tumus; and 
Juno, through the Fury Allccto, caused war against Aeneas to break 
out by making Ascanins unknowingly kill a pet stag. The people of 
Ladnus and their allies rose against the Trojan invaders, and 
Latinus was compelled to declare them his enemies. 

Aeneas was visited in a dream by father Tiber, w'ho bade him seek 
the help of Evandcr the Arcadian, ruler of the Palatine Hill at Rome. 
WTien this message was confirmed the next morning (as the dream 
had foretold) by the sight of a w hite sow' with a white Litter, Aeneas 
made for the site of Rome. He found Evander celebrating the 
festival of Hercules, and learnt from him how the hero-god had 
slain the monster Cacus on the Aventine Hill. Evander took Aeneas 
on a journey round the haUowcd sites of Rome; and they saw the 
thick Capitoline wood which Romulus was to make a sanctuary. 
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From there 

They went to the Tarpeian house, and a place 
Golden as we now know it, once a thicket, 

Once brush and briar, and now our Capitoh 
Even then men trembled, fearful of a presence 
Haundng this wood, this rock. god lives here/ 

Evander said, ^What god, we arc not certain, 

But certainly a god. Sometimes my people 
Think they have seen, it may be, Jove himself 
Gashing the darkening shield, massing the storm-cloud.^ 

.^s night came, they went in to £vander*s Humble dwellings 
Venus persuaded her husband Vulcan to make celestial armour 
for Aeneas, including a shield engraved with a prophetic scries of 
scenes from Roman history, down, to the battle of Acrium. During 
the absence of Aeneas, however, Juno had sent Iris to warn Tumus 
that his chance was at hand. Tumus aixacked the Trojan camp, and 
set the ships on fire. But at the request of the goddess Cybele, from 
whose holy mountain of Ida their timbers had come, Neptune 
transformed the vessels into nymphs of the sea* 

In accordance with instructions left by Aeneas, the Trojans stayed 
behind their walls. But during the night Nisus and his youthful 
comrade Euiyalus left the place secretly in order to reach Aeneas 
and tell him what had happened. Among the Rutulians, lying in 
drunken disarray, they did great carnage, but were finally tracked 
dow'n and slain. On the following day Tumus rcnew'ed the attack, 
and even broke inside the ramparts, but he was cut off, and retreated 
with difficulty. 

At a Council of the Gods, Juno and Venus debated angrily about 
the war, but Jupiter decreed that the issue must be left to Fate. As 
the fighting continued, Aeneas gained the reinforcement of an 
Etruscan army which had revoked from its brutal King Mezentius, 
whom Aeneas now killed in a duel But first the young son of 
Evander, Pallas, had met his death at the hands of Tumus, 

Ah, mind of man, so ignorant of fate, of what shall 
befall him. 
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So weak to preserve moderation when riding the crest 
of good fortune! 

For Tumus a time is coming when he’d give anything 
To have left Pallas unharmed, and will loathe this 
day and the spoils 
It brought him. 

Today had been his baptism m war, today his end; 

Still, he had left behind him a trail of I talian dead.’ 

The dead w‘ere buried, under truce. But a decision, prompted by the 
Latin Drances, to settle the war by single combat between Aeneas 
and Tumus came to nothing against Tumus’ advice tO' try anoiher 
battle. On the Latin side, the Amazonian heroine Camilla per¬ 
formed feats of great valour, but lost her life^ As Diana’s companion 
Opis cries, 

You lived alone in the wild wood, you served Diana and 
carried 

Our quiver upon your shoulder; but none of this 
saved you now'. 

Still, your mistress has seen that you shall not be 
left dishonoured 
In death’s last hour ... 

Whoever it was that wounded and desecrated your body 
Shall get the death he deserves** 

The Latins withdrew' in disorder into their cit>', but Tumus roared 
out defiance like a lion. 

Another truce now resulted in Tumus’ acceptance of the duel 
with Aeneas. His sister the nymph Jutuma prompted the Rutulians 
to violate the agreement, and to wound Aeneas treacherously with 
an arrow. But Venus caused his W'ound to be healed, and Queen 
Amata, believing that Tumus was already dead, hanged herself. 
After Jupiter had conciliated Juno with a decree that Trojans and 
Latins would become united, the two heroes fought. Tumus was 
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struck down, and, as he died, begged that his body might be returned 
to his old father, Aeneas might have weakened—but he saw on 
Tiimus’ body the bright-studded belt of Pallas. Then, with a shout 
of vengeance, he struck the fatal blow. 

2 Nati^alhm and Guilt 

Virgil’s last and greatest work was this Acniidf which was all but 
complete at the time of his death at Brundisium (19 Bc). Its pfeser%a-* 
lion, according to tradition, was ensured—against the poet's dying 
wish—by Augustus. 

The Iliad and the Odyssey had fixed for e^^er the form, metre and 
structure of ancient epic poetry. Centuries later, Alexandrians such 
as Apollonius Rhodius had infused the Greek epic with a new, 
romantic element (page 299); and Virgil, too, mames epic with 
romance. But shortly after Apollonius, the Romans had launched 
out upon their own epic tradition, starting (as far as w'e know) with 
Livius Andronicus’ translation of the Odyssey* Very soon, however, 
there developed a national epic, embod)ing the nation’s conception 
of its own past history. This idea came naturally to the Romans, 
who tended to think of the prime function of literature as patriotic. 
Naevius, from Campania (c. 270-201 BC)—using a native metre, 
the Saturnian—chose a subject from the recent past, the First Punic 
War {Beiium Poenicim), in which he probably interpreted the 
Trojan legend as the preface to Rome's struggle with Carthage, 
Ennius of Rudiae in Calabria (b. 239 bc) adapted the Homeric 
metre to write a Latin verse chronide, the AnnalSt containing 
passages of crude and rugged grandeur. Then, in the first century BC, 
Lucretius wrote a long philosophical poem On the Ntsture ef Things 
{De Rertm Nalura)* 

For his Virgil drew upon all these and many other poems 

besides, and yet it is a work of outstanding originality. In a sense, 
the poem consists of an Odyssey of travel followed by an Iliad of w ar* 
But there is an enormous gulf between the ballad-like, orally 
transmitted Homeric epics and the complex, contrapuntal piofund^ 
ities of the Virgilian poem. 


333 


MYTHS OF THE GREEKS AND ROMANS 


The storj' of Didoes love for Aeneas, and of his departure froiu 
her, is the climax of romantic epic and of Virgil’s sensibility. Aeneas 
returns her love, but this is patriotic as well as romantic m3lh, and 
his individual freedom is less than his allegiance to a cause. Destiny 
is calling him to Italy; and Italy is doomed to be Carthage’s enemy. 
So he must go and, in harrowing scenes reminiscent of the conflicts 
of Greek tragedy, she kills herself. 

Even thus was the hero belaboured for long with 
every kind of 

Pleading, and his great heart thrilled through and 
through with the pain of it. 

Resolute, though, was his mind; unavailing rolled 
her tears. 

But the hapless Dido, frightened out of her wits by 
her destiny, 

Prayed for death: she w^ould gaze no more on the 
dome of daylight.'® 

Yet Vugil does not explicitly say w'hose were the tears that rolled 
unavailingly: and for many centuries it has been disputed whether 
it was Dido or Aeneas who wept. 

Tragic, too, is the fate of Aeneas* enemy, the Latin warrior 
Tumus. 

As Tumus saw^ the Latins failing, broken, 

Mth Mars against them, and all eyes upon him 
Awaiting the fulfilment of his promise, 

He burned with wrath, implacable, and lifted 
His spirit high, as in the fields of Carthage 
A lion, sorely sounded by the hunters. 

Fights harder for the hurt, the happier for it, 

And the mane rises on the neck and shoulders. 

And the jaws break off the weapon, and the bloody 
mouth 

Roars out defiance; even so in Tumus 
The violent spiiit raged." 
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Tumus resists the invadcr^j but is doomed to lose his promised 
bride Laviuia to Aeneas^ and to die at his enemy^s hand. Fate over¬ 
rides strong manhood^ as "well as strong love. But the s>mipathctic 
tenderness which the poet feels for the victims of destiny and power 
is heard in — 

the Virgilian cry, 

The sense of tears in mortal things. 

Such, in the words of Matthew Arnold's is the human 

sympathy of the poet who, more than any other, expresses the 
bitter sweetness of mortal triumphs—seeing that they mean the 
sorrow of another. 

So nobly, it has been said, are Tumus and Dido depicted, in 
VirgU’s myth, that the character of Aeneas is insipid by comparison : 
they are man and woman, but he is only the servant of Fate. Yet 
that is not the poet's point of view'. Aeneas represents his ideal of the 
good man, the man who presses on regardless of life's buffers and 
obstacles. This was the ideal put forward by Zeno of Gtium, 
founder of the Stoics {f. 300 Bc); and it was the finest of moral 
exemplars before Christianity* There Is, moreover, a dramatic 
development of Aeneas' character: he has his weaknesses and only 
gradually, with the aid of Providence, overcomes them. Meanwhile, 
Aeneas feels all the sorrow* in what he has to do. There is a new and 
terrible sophistication about this knowledge that right must be done 
despite misgivings, and the height of poignancy is reached when 
Turnus has to die. 

Tumus is dowm, on hands and knees, huge Tumus 
Struck to the earth. Groaning, the stunned Rutulians 
Rise to their feet, and the whole hill resounds. 

The wooded heights give echo. A suppliant, beaten. 
Humbled at last, his hands reach out, his voice 
Is low in pleading:— ‘I have deserved it, surely, 

And 1 do not beg ofil Use the advantage. 

But if a parent's grief has any power 
To touch the spirit, I pray you, pity Daunus 
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(I would AnchlsesX send him back my body* 

You have won; I am beaten, and these hands go out 
In supplication : everyone has seen it. 

No more. I have lost Laviuia. Let hatred 
Proceed no farther.’ 

Fierce in his arms, with darting glance, Aeneas 
Paused for a moment, and he might have w'eakened— 

For the words had moved him—w hen high on the 
shoulder 

He saw the belt of Pallas , slain by Tumus; 

Saw Pallas on the ground, and Tumus w'earmg 
That belt with the bright studs, of evil omen 
Not only to Pallas now^, a sad reminder, 

A deadly provocation. Terrible 

In wrath, Aeneas cries'Gad in this treasure. 

This trophy of a comrade, can you cherish 
Hope that my hands would let you go? Now Pallas, 

Pallas exacts his vengeance, and the blow 
Is Pallas, making sacrifice!’ He struck 
Before he hnished speaking: the blade w'ent deep 
And Tumus’ limbs were cold in death. The spirit 
Went With a moan indignant to the shadows*^* 

And yet, for all this desperate tragedy, the fate of Turnus is only 
incidental to Virgil’s principal concern. For the poet’s pathos and 
Stoicism alike are harnessed to Homan nationalism; his main theme 
is the preparation for the founding of Rome by Aeneas* descendants. 

The poet’s chosen hero Aeneas, King Priam’s son (fairly promin¬ 
ent in the Iliad) who escaped from the condagration of Troy, had 
figured actively in Greek mjth since Stesichonis, not long after 600 
BC, traced his wanderings as far as Sicily, Either the same poet or, 
more probably, 3 later w riter made Aeneas the founder of C^pua in 
Campania. An early sixth-centurj' coin of the Macedonian city 
Aeneia shows that this town too considered him its founder; and 
statuettes from Etruscan Veil, perhaps of the next centur)', show him 
carrying his father from the ruins of Troy. Greek writers of the 
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tifth and fourth centuries linked him with Rome^ which according to 
the historian TLmaeus (f* 356-260 BC) was founded in 814 BC (the 
Thiogmy had known of a King Latinos living at the end of the ‘gulf 
of sacred islcsO;^^ the amended date later preferred was 753. 

But either date left a gap of centuries between the traditional time 
of the Trojan War (f, 1200 Bc) and the establishment of the dty. 
So in this intervening period the Roman mythologists, taking over 
the awkward hiatus from the Greeks, gave themselves free play, 
peopling the gap with mythical ancestors fabricated by their own 
leading families^ By about 300 bc there was an accepted tradition 
that the Trojans had landed in Latium, and Timaeus was shown 
their relics in the Temple of Venus at Lavinium—a town w'hich 
Aeneas was supposed to have founded as a forerunner of Rome. 

These Trojan traditions were eagerly welcomed or invented, since 
the Roman desire to follow and equal Greek literature demanded 
ihat the foundation of the state should bc based on a theme from the 
Greek epic cj'cle. Yet Rome's tradition of wars apinst Greece 
required that it should take Troy's side in the Trojan War—for 
Indeed its Greek enemy King Pyrrhus of Epirus, early in the third 
century BC, had declared himself the descendant of Achilles. Aenean 
traditions were strengthened at Rome in the first Punic War, when 
the Romans were pleased to find common origins with the Aeneas- 
founded communities of Sicily, with which they were allied. At the 
time when Virgil wTotc, the latest of Rome’^s enemies had again been 
a Greek: Queen Cleopatra of EgJTJt, regarded as the epitome of 
un-Rotnan-ness. Her conqueror was Virgil's friend and patron 
Augustus, whose future glory U disclosed 10 Aeneas, in the sixth 
book of the Aeneid^ by his father Anchises. 

One promise you have heard 
Over and over; here is its fulfilment, 

The son of a god, Augustus Caesar, founder 
Of a new age of gold, in bads where Saturn* 

Ruled long ago; he will extend his empire 

■ SiTum (Oartui) Was believed to mkd Inly (‘SitumU'T' in its pitmmve GoJUm 

A^. 
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Beyond the Indies^ beyond the norml measure 
Of years and consielladons, where high Atlas 
Turns on his shoulders the star-studded world 

Aeneas is not, indeed, the replica of Augustus, but is very clearly his 
forerunner. There were tough features about Augustus’ rule, which 
cannot have commended themselves to the sensitive Virgil. Yet both 
belonged to a generation which after decades of civil w'ar needed 
peace more than anything else, and men were prejjared to acclaim 
the bringer of peace although he brought also a limitation of personal 
freedom. Even Homer’s attitude to war had at times been less than 
enthusiastic (page 55); Virgil is war-weary, and sees the miseries and 
frustrations of battle^ Even the death of Aeneas’ wholly evil foe, 
Mezendus, is a cause for no exultadon. Virgil suffers from a malaise, 
or from a nadonal guUt about war, and mterprets his myths acoord- 
ingly. 

He has dominated western culture. In ancient times he soon became 
not only a linguistic and spiritual model, but an oracle, and medieval 
thought at every level was dominated by his fabulous repute, as 
superhuman sage and magician as w'ell as poet—the retellcr of mjths 
himself became a myth. This was partly because his fourth Edogu^., 
in which he foretold the millennium, seemed to Chrisdans a 
messianic prophecy'. But the fate of Dido was what distracted 
Augustine from weeping over his own sins; and Chaucer, too, in 
his Legend of Dido^ dwelt on the tragedy of Aeneas’ broken vows. 

Dame was guided by Virgil to the Underworld, as the Cumaean 
Sibyl had guided Aeneas; and the Sibyl was given supreme artistic 
expression by Michelangelo in his figure on the ceiling of the Sistinc 
Chapel (1510-11), which displays his unequalled knowledge of the 
human body, at rest as in movement, and was the admiradon of 
Goethe, Reynolds and Fuseli. Three years later Raphael painted the 
Sibyls in S. Maria della Pace in Rome, and there are Cumaean and 
Tibiiitine Sibyls by Veronese at S. Sebastiano in Venice. 

Milton, who attained international renown as a Ladn poet, 
remade English poetry in a Latin mould so as to reproduce, in 
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P(fTadise Lostj the sonorous^ complex rhythmical pttems of the 
Aentid^ Like Virgil too, and like Tasso in his Jerusahn D^Hvered 
and Camoens in his Lusiad, Milton makes a divinely sponsored 
cause the true protagonist of his epic-—and he extends Virgirs 
prophetic, mythological treatment of history to the bounds of all 
time and creation. His relation to Virgil is like VirgU s to his own 
forerunners: Milton’s mulritudinous debts to Virgil are the very 
means by which he achieves originalit)^, blending tradition and 
inspiration in powerful union. 

The same seventeenth century witnessed one of the supreme 
interpretations of the Aencid in the visual field also. Though Claude 
could not read the poem—knowing its contents through translations, 
conversations and the work of earlier artists—a wondering love for 
the Virgillan country-side round Rome and Naples was w'hat 
inspired his painting. In these serene yet moving compositions, the 
.Venean golden age (as well as the pastoral utopia of the Edogues) 
lives again, in the heat of the noon, the glow of evening, and the cool 
that follows the dawn. In contrast to the logical, heroic landscapes 
of Poussin (page 308), Claude suffused the deeds of Aeneas with a 
nostalgic tone of changing lights and mingling associadons, a poetry 
that breathes a new classicism of France* 


j Th^ Tjpo Gates of Sleep 

The myths of the Aeneid arc devoted to religion as well as 
nationalism. Virgil calls Aeneas piuSy which means dedicated to his 
family and his country, and in harmony with the will of Providence, 
The poet was lovingly attentive to the talcs of the gods and especially 
to the old traditions (scarcely myths, page 347) of native Itaffan cult. 
But he w^ at heart a monotheist who believed—^as the Stoics did“ 
in the rule of the world by an omnipotent deity who was also Fate; 
and, if he had lived longer, he was to have passed on to philosophy* 
The turning point of the Aeneid comes in the sixth of its twelve 
books, when Aeneas has landed in Italy. His wanderings, though not 
his troubles, are at an end, and he is gtanted initiation into his new 
heritage. Lake Avemus, where he is allow ed in the company of the 
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Sibyl to penetrate into the Underworld, lies in the centre of a 
volcanic country*, the Phlegraean plain—named after iVlacedoman 
Phlegra, where the giants were struck by lightning when they fought 
against the gods. Near by was Cumae, the most ancient of Oreek 
colonies in Italy, Founded in the eighth century bc— though trad¬ 
ition took it back three centuries earlier-—this city was the nucleus 
and disusing agent of Greek dvilizatiDn in the Italian peninsula. 

The shores of Lake Avemus had, in VurgiPs dme, been made into 
a naval harbour, and many ancient substructures (some of them 
visible today) had no doubt come to light, suggesting speculations 
about the past. Oldest of all, not far from these dark, mephitic 
waters, was the Cumaean oracle, for the Greek colonists W'cre said 
to have found a necromantic holy place already there when they 
camCp^^ Its priestesses the Sibyls—whose predecessors* bones and 
mummies w^erc displayed at Cumae—were ministers of Apollo and 
Hecate, tiance-expcriencing, possessed ecstatics tike the Delphic 
Pythia and Sibetian ihamata (pages 139* i 4 'o)' There were many 
frenzied women described as Sibyls in diiferent places, and generally 
their shrines were associated wirh the eanh and with caverns. There 
w-as believed to have been a Sibyl at Enthrae in Ionia before the Tro¬ 
jan War, and Heraclitus (f. 500 Dc) tells of the Sibyl who *with raving 
lips uttering things mirthless, unadorned and unscented, reaches 
over a thousand years with her voice, thanks to the god in her*.“ In 
an older tradition than Virgil's, Aeneas consulted the Sibyl of 
Marpessus not far from Troy. But the Acjjetd reflects the belief chat 
in early times one or more of these tranced prophetesses came to 
Italy. The most famous was here in Campania, the country w'hcrc 
Virgil spent the greater part of his adult life, mostly at Neapolis 
(Naples) and Nola where Augustus had given him residences^ Ten 
miles w est of Naples were Lake Avemus and Cumae, where reigned 
the Sibyl in her subterranean shrine (now uncovered) beneath 
Apiollo s temple* 

The prophecies of Sibyls, written on leaves, contributed largely 
to the Books of Sibydlbc oracles which were held in awe among 
Romans. Their initial collection was ascribed to King Tarquinius 
Pnscus—whose name stands for the period of Etruscan rule at Rome 
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(page 364)—2nd the onclES were Lodged Ln stone box within the 
Temple of Jupiter, Juno and Minem (page 366), They were under 
the control of a committee of fifteen men, but could only be consulted 
at the Senate's command. These records were destroyed when the 
temple burnt down in 83 EC, but seven years later a new collec¬ 
tion of oracles (including much Graeco-Jewish material) was made 
and deposited wnthin the rebuilt temple. In these disturbed years of 
the failing Republic, when prophecies abounded and religion and 
astrology attracted keen interest, the Sibylline Books revived much 
attention j and finally Augustus, after edidng their contents, 
transferred them to the new temple of his patron god Apollo on the 
Palatine Hill* Consultations of the oracles continued until ad 363- 
Exactly two centuries later the Sibyl's cave was destroyed by the 
B>'zantme general Narses* 

The descent of Aeneas to the Underworld, while belonging to a 
widespread pattern, especially resembles a Journey after Death 
in the myth of Malekula in the Melanesian New Hebrides, a talc 
which anthropologists such as Leo Frobenius and Adolf Jensen 
plausibly regard as sharing an ultimate common source with the 
Graeco-Roman tradition (page 8a)- Ac Malekula, as here, the 
journey starts in a cave near the sea -shore, with a female companion, 
a maze or labyrinth at the outset of the quest, and a ferryman. In 
both cases a bough or wind is necessary as a talisman; at Malekula 
it is called nt-rojF^ in Virgil it is the Golden Bough, 

In a dark tree there hides 
A bough, all golden, leaf and pliant stem, 

Sacred to Proserpine. This all the grove 
Protects, and shadow^s cover it with darkness- 
Until this bough, this bloom of light, is found, 

No one receives his passport to the darkness. 

Whose queen requires this tribute. In succession, 

After the bough is plucked, another grows. 

Gold-green with the same metal. Raise the eyes. 

Look up, reach up the hand, and it will follow 
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With case, if fate is calJmg; otherwise^ 

No power, no steel, can loose ir.^’ 

Such a bough, widely paralleled in other cuitures, has already 
appeared in the Gilgamesh epic (page 94) \ its gold foil is reminiscent 
of Mlnoan and Mycenaean work, and of the golden tablets of 
Pythagoreans in Italy (page 313), Virgil’s bough is compared, or 
idendhed, with the mistletoe^ which is famous for its magic powers 
in European folk-lore—the mistletoe which stands for life in the 
midst of death, and wards death off, being allegedly indestructible 
by fire or water- 

An ancient commentator identifies this bough with another, 
plucked in the grove (nAftiirr) at Aricta beside Lake Nemi, which 
inspired the title of Sir James Frazer’s GoiJtn Bough. This sacred 
grove of Diana at Aricia, though it had no myth (the Romans, by a 
false etymologj', provided one), possessed a sinister rite, based on 
the ideas of ritual regiddc which, originating somewhere between the 
Caspian Sea and the Persian Gulf, spread west, south-east, and souch- 
w^est through Arabia and Africa. Every aspirant to the priesthood 
of Diana was a runaway slave: who, after breaking a certain branch 
as a challenge, struck down his predecessor—*thc priest who slew 
the slayer and shall himself be slain’^ The scene beside the Alban 
Hills, luminously serene in contrast with its bloody past, is rendered 
in a picture by J. M. W. Turner (1775-1851)-^ wonderful attempt to 
set within the Aenean framework, and to display in his owti curving 
rhythms, the warmth and glitter, the high key of colour, which made 
such an impression upon the painter when he first visited Italy. 

However, whatever the relation between VirgD’s bough and that 
of Nemi, /ojttrtiott of the forraci" was distinct : it was associated 
with the rites of Proserpina, and provided a key to the Underw orld. 

In the OdyiSfy as Lt has come down to us, there had been an 
inconsistency. The account of Odysseus’ visit to the land of the dead 
(page 9^) does not explain how, since he remained beside the 
trench and did not go down to Hades, he could have seen the 
cnmmals sulfering punishment in the Underworld. Virgil does not 
cause Aeneas to enter this region of pain, but makes the Sibyl 
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describe it to him- It is his father Anchises, on the ocher hand, who 
foreceHs to him the glories of the future: when Aeneas has over¬ 
come ihe horrors and dangers that encompass his route) Anchiscs 
reveals to him a prophetic vision, OdysseuS) having called up 
Tiresias from the dead, had heard from him of his own voyage home 
and his future fate. But Aeneas learns from Anchises not only of the 
wars and adventures awaiting Jiimself in Latlum, hut also of the 
coming glories of Rome which his line is to found- 

There will be a son of Mars i his mother 
Is Ilia, and his name Is Romulus, 

Assaracus* descendant. On his helmet 
Seej even now, twin plumes; his father*s honour 
Confers disdnetion on him for the world- 
Under his auspices Rome, that glorious dty. 

Will bound her power by earth, her pride by heaven. 

Happy in hero sons, one wall surrounding 

Her seven hills; even as Cybele riding 

Through Phry'gian dries wears her crown of towers, 

Rejoiemg in her offspring and embracing 
A hundred children of the gods, her children, 

Celestials, all of them, at home in heaven- 
Turn the eyes now this way; behold the Romans, 

Your very ownl These are lulus* children, 

The race to come.*^ 

And the climax is the advent of Augustus (page 337). 

To Aeneas are also disclosed the mysteries of the universe- These 
arc conveyed in an account, already foreshadowed in the fourth 
Gtorgic (page 308), blending Orphism and Stoidsm with folk-tales 
and myths gathered from a variety of sources, Lite many people 
today, Virgil combines, and does not wholly reconcile, a Stoic belief 
in predestination and the Orphic conviction of immortahty as a 
reward for virtue- But he is writing poetry, not theology. 

Virgil's Underworld myth, and his own mind, would yield some of 
their secrets if we could understand the T wo Gates of Sleep, through 
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one of which—the Gate of ]vor>'—Aeneas reascended^ at the end of 
this sixth book of the Aeneid^ to the upper air» 

In the Odysicy Penelope, after telling her dream of an eagle killing 
twent) geese (page 76}, had said that dreams are not necessarily 
fulfilled. For there are two gates of unsubstantial dreams: the one is 
wToughi in horn and the other in ivory. 'Those then that have come 
through the sawn ivory are wn’ (the Greek verb ekphakonfai, 'are 
valn\ has the same sound as eUphaiy ivory), 'and bring messages that 
are not fulfilled. But they that have come forth through the carxen 
horn attain true fulfilment' (the verb kramomi, 'attain fulfilment', 
resembles keras^ horn). 'But I think not that my strange dream 
^me thence: welcome would it be for me and my son were it so.’’' 
ViTgii adapts the Odyssey^ as he adopts much else too, in order to 
express his own pocric conceptions. 'There are twb Gates of 

«p, he says, of which one is said to be of horn, allowing an easv 
exit for shadows which are true (iwxr umkts}. The other is all of 
shining white ivoiy, perfealy nude; but the Spirits send visions 
which ate false (falsa msomnk) in the light of dav (or, by a variant 
translation ‘send false visions to the light of day”). And Anchises, 
having sMen. now escorted his son and the Sibyl on their wav, 
and let him depart through the Gate of Ivory. *« 

Avoidinga perfunctory return to the uppeV air by the route which 
had taken Aenras and the Sibyl on their downward journey to the 
lower world Virg.1 uses the Homeric imager)-. But he alters it. 

c” "ai *^1.**^’ retain the Greek play upon words. 

Secondly the Gates are of Sleep not Dreams; and presumably this 

was not merely to make the line scan. Thirdly, 'true shadows’- 
ghosts, spinm-not Mreams that attain true fiilfilmcnt', are what 
»me through the Gate of I W Footdily^nd this is the feature 
that has proved enigmatic ever since the Aeneid was written-the 
PM eades to rend tack his hero through the Gate of Ivor)-, though 
IS reserved for false visions’. According to common belief, 
thus before, and true dreams after, midnight; 

tenld t *“ 1 , >h« Aeneas came out by the Ivory Gate could he in¬ 
to hi oTJ 1 :““" O' ™ pomcular reason) 

hat his journey ended before midnight. Yet no student of Viigil’s 
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rich subtlety of expression^ opersting sUnultaneousiy at several 
different levels of meaning, will be satisfied that there ii nothing marc 
to be said. One suggestion is that whereas the "true shadows* are 
ghosts of the dead—realities in Hades at least'-the ^false \Hsions* are 
not real inhabitants of the world of shades, but visions of one*s 
waking hours. For ghosts, that is to say, the correct passage out of 
the Underworld is by the Gate of Horn set aside for "true shadows*, 
but Aeneas and the Sibyl are living and must therefore pass through 
the Gate of Ivory, connected with wakefulness and life. 

Yet Virgil seems to say something more than this. WTiy, departing 
from the Odyssey in this respect, has he decided to relate the Gates 
of Sleep CO the Underworld? "I awoke from sleep*, says Geero, too, 
at the end of his comparable account of the other w'orld in the 
Dream af Sdpi&'y^ and there are Biblical analogies.“ By sending 
Aeneas out by the Gates of Sleep the poet seems to be saying, as 
Plato said before him (page aoS), that truths about such deep matters 
as the afcerlife can only be formulated in terms of m5fth expressed 
in dream and vision. ^For Shakespeare also,* as Sir Frant Fletcher 
remarks, "there was a moment w hen the last word of philosophy 
seemed to be that "We are such stuff as dreams are made on**/ It is 
also possible that Virgil, in abandoning the Greek play upon words, 
has introduced another of his own. Things seen (the gate of horn, 
forau, representing the eye wmh its homy tissue the earned) are 
perhaps more to be trusted than things reported and unverifiable 
(the ivory gate being the teeth). And, indeed, even if this is thought 
to be straining at the evidence, the choice of the gate of false visions 
for the reascent of Aeneas and the Sibyl could suggest that they, and 
all they stand for, have not the same degree of truth as is giamcd 
even to "rcaP spirits. Has Aeneas only seen insubstantial pictures? 

If so, the poet is saying that the fabric of his story is poetic 
imagination. Wc have, It seems, reached a time when mjth, in the 
hands of one of its greatest interpreters, is admitted (though in 
cry ptic language) to lack the historical or Biblical vaHdity^ attributed 
to it by the early Greeks (page 34)* A^irgil is a good deal more of a 
religious believer than, say, Euripides. But he uses the old stories as 
symbols and illustrations of his religion, not as its fundamentalist 
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justifications. He does not any Longer *Iivc^ tbe myths as the myth¬ 
making communities had lived them (page i6o)^ and he creates, 
through these riddling words, the sort of distinction beWeen myth¬ 
ical and non-mythical elements in religion that Bultmann, in our 
own day and in prose, has sought to establish in Christianity 
(page 156). 

WTien Virgil w'anted to express his religion in non-mjihical terms, 
he was guided by the Hymn to Zeus, w'hich Qeanthes of Assus, one 
of Zeno’s successors as leader of the Stoics, had written in the third 
century BC 

For from these we arc bom, and alone of living things 
That move on earth are w'c created in God’s image. 

So will I praise thee, ever singing of thy might. 

By w^hom the w'holc wide firmament of heaven is swayed 
And guided in its wheeling journey round this earth 
In glad submission to thee: for in thine unconquered 
hands 

Thou hast a mighty servant, the thunderbolt of heaven 
Wrought with a double edge and of never-dying fire, 

A pulse of life beating through all created tl^gs 
That walk in thy ways; and with this thou dost direct 
Thy Omnipresent Word that moves through all creation 
And mingles with the sun and the company of the stars. 

This is the belief which Virgil quotes in the fourth Ceorgic and again 
in the sixth book of the Aeneid', and he repeats it with a personal 
conviction. 

For God (they hold) pervades 
All bnds, the widespread seas, the abysms of unplumbed 
sky; 

From w'hom Oocks, herds, men, every creature in his kind 
Derive at birth the sUght, precarious breath of life.** 

Wordsw'oith was moved by Anchtses’ philosophic vision to voice a 
feeling of transcendence, 
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a sense sublLmc 

Of something far more deeply infused^ 

And Tennyson ^ too, declares his view of nature in an invocation to 
Virgil. 

Thou that scest Universal 
Nature moved by Universal Mind; 

Thou majestic in thy sadness 
At the doubtful doom of human kind* 

Not only docs this religious position go back to the Greeks, but, 
elsewhere iu the sixth book of the Atittidt w'hen the poet wishes to 
express his religion in mythological terms the myths that he employs 
are Greek. For the Romans themselves, unlike the Greeks, were 
noi a myth-makmg peoplCi But Vugil and hiS contemporaries cared 
for local Italian folk-lore and religion (page 339) and the rise of 
Rome to greatness, and under Greek influence they clothed these 
themes in mythological form. Yet in early days they were far less 
ready than the Greeks to visualize godis in human shape (page 62)5 
their own antiquarian of the first century bC, Varro, estimates that 
there was an initial period of more than 170 years when Rome 
'worshipped gods without statues^**-—and no doubt without temples 
also. 

Virgil tries to put into words the meaning Romans gave to reiigh^** 
an awe of certain unpersonalizcd objects and phenomena which they 
endowed with a vague supernatural force* This ‘dynaimstic' attitude 
to religion, paralleled in the Polynesian and Melanesian concept of 
mam^ came to the Romans at least as early as, perhaps earlier than, 
the ‘animistic' belief—leading to anthropomorphism—that such 
objects and occurrences had a sort of life analt^us to that of human 
souls. The personalization of gods developed gradually, as Rome 
formed contacts in the eighth century BC with Cumae and other 
Greek colonies, and with the Etruscans who w'ere themselves 
influenced by Greece. But the old ideas remained strong, and the 
Ordinary Italian still found the gods less substantial than the 
something holy or uncanny in a stream, or cave, or tree, or stone* 
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The Latin word for this conception, at least in historical times, is 
numat (later idend£ed with the Greek daemon) — that wLkh effects 
everything beyond the ordinary power of human beings, or ontsidc 
the common processes of nature. ‘You too have says Ch'id 

to a boundarj^^one.” Oak-trees or strange stones such as meteor¬ 
ites, which might later be regarded as holy to Jupiter, at first were 
Jupiter» 

Such conceptions remained active at Rome, together with a lot 
more magic and taboo which survived even into imperial days. And 
yet this anti-mythoIoglcal reluctance to see the gods as human, until 
Greek influence overcame the feeling and gave them temples, need 
not be regarded as merely backward. To Warde Fow'icr, for example, 
the ‘old Roman nimen was a far nobler mental conception than the 
miserable images of Graeco-Roman full-blown gods and goddesses 
reclining on their couches and seeming to dine like human citizens’. 
When an early Roman propitiated the gods, he was meticulous about 
their definite and limited functions, but incurious about their vague 
unindividualized personalities. Accordingly, no indigenous mj^th- 
ology comparable to that of the Greeks ever arose—until Greek 
promptings, satisfying nationalist needs, brought one into being. 

But if the Romans were not ‘religious* in that sense, they W'cre 
very religious in another. Men w^ho thought about the Roman 
Republic, such as Varro or the historian Polybius of Megalopolis 
(f. 203-120 BC), agreed that Roman power was due to piety. Indeed 
early Roman thought, of which so much lived on, is little but 
religion; the basic concepts, however, of that religion are not myth, 
but the family and its ‘naturar extension the state (page 353), 
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THE QUEST FOR A ROMAN PAST 


I The Sterj of Romuiui Toid by Lrvy^ 

L I vv TELLS how Aeneas, after defeating Tumus and the RunjJians, 
united his own Trojan followers with the Latins, and founded the 
town of Lavinium; and when he died, his son Aseanius (or lulus) 
left Laviniutn to establish a new settlement at Alba Longa. There the 
family ruled for a number of generations, until strife arose between 
twin brothers, Numitor and AmuUus^ Amulius, the younger of the 
two, dro%'c out Numitor, seized the throne, and impjosed upon his 
niece Rhea Silvia perpetual chastity as a Vestal Virgin, But she was 
raped—it was said by the god Mars—'and gave birth to twin sons, 
Romulus and Remus. The king imprisoned her and ordered the 
boys to be drowned. But the men told to do the deed left them on the 
edge of the flooded Tiber, at the spot where the Ruminal fig-tree 
now stands. There a sh<>-wolf, coming down from the hills to quench 
her thirst, heard them crying and fed them with her own milk; and 
the king^s herdsman, Faustulus, found her licking the babies. 
Faustulus took them to his hut and gave them to his wife Larcntia 
to nurse. And so they grew up, and as they became strong enough, 
they began to attack robbers and divide the stolen goods with their 
friends the shepherds. 

The Palatine Hill was already the scene of the annual Lupcrcal 
festival, at which young men ran about naked and engaged in various 
horse-play. As Romulus and Remus were attending the festival, 
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brigands^ infumted by the loss of their plunder to the brothers, bid 
3 trap for them* Romulus escaped ^ but Remus was captured and 
delivered to King AmuUus. The brigands complained that the 
youths had been leading raids upon the bnds of the king’s brother, 
Numitor ; and to Numitor Remus was handed over* 

But now the truth about the boys* birth gradually came out, and 
the young men murdered Amulius and saluted Numitor as King, 
They also planned to establish a new settlentcnt^ for the surplus 
population of Alba Longa, upon the place where they had been left 
to drown as babies and had been subsequently brought up* But 
Unhappily the brothers* plans for the future were marred by the 
same curse which had divided their grandfather and AmuHus— 
jealousy and ambition* A disgraceful quarrel arose from a matter in 
itself trivial. As the brothers were twins and all question of seniority 
was thereby precluded, they determined to ask the tutelary gods of 
the oountr)^-side to declare by augury which of them should govern 
the new^ town once it was founded, and give his nam e to it. For this 
pui^se Romulus took the Palatine HUl and Remus the Aveniine as 
their respective stations from which to observe the auspices. Remus, 
the story goes, was the first to receive a sign—sii vultures; and no 
sooner was this made known to the people than double the number 
of birds appeared to Romulus* The followers of each promptly 
saluted their master as king, one side basing its claim upon priority, 
the other upon number. Angry words ensued, followed all too soon 
by blows, and in the course of the afiay Remus was killed* 

There is another story, a commoner one, according to which 
Remus, by way of jeering at his brother, jumped over the haif-huilt 
walls of the new settlement, whereupon Romulus killed him in a Jit 
of rage, adding the threat, ^‘So perish whoever else shall overleap 
my battleraenis!” 

This, then, w^ how Romulus obtained the sole power. The newly 
buUi city was called by its foundcr*s name.*" 

Romulus fortified the Paladne, sacrificed to the gods-using the 
mual of Alba, except m the w orship of Hercules where he follow ed 
Greek ntes—and gave his subjects laws* With an eye to the future, 
e sought to increase the population by establishing a sanctuary for 
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fugitives on the stupes of the Capitoline Hill. He also created a 
hundred senators or "fathers* {patres\ whose descendants were to be 
called patricians. 

But a serious shortage of women meant that Rome*s new strength 
was not likely to last for more than one generation. Romulus sent 
envoys to many states to propose marriage alliances, but the fear and 
contempt in wWch the new community was held gave these proposals 
a uniformly bad reception. However, the king now planned a new 
move, to coincide with the annual festival of the CotLsualia in honour 
of Neptune^ For this occasion large crowds flocked to Rome. Not 
only were the neighbouring Latin townships represented, but the 
Sabines came too, with their wives and children; and they were 
lavishly entertained and shown round the city. But when the festival 
began, all the able bodied male inhabitants of Rome rushed through 
the crowd and seized the young women who were among the 
visitors. Most of the girls were taken by whoever first got hold of 
them, but some especially beautiful ones were reserved for them¬ 
selves by leading senators, who sent gangs to fetch them. The 
fesm'al broke up in panic, and the girls* parents, shouting curses and 
prayers, had to depart. 

The abducted women, too, W’ere furious and fearful for the future, 
but Romulus went from one to another with reassurances. Promising 
that they would enjoy all the privileges of married Romans, and 
suggesting chat children, when they came, would form a bond with 
their new' husbands, "he urged them to forget their wTaih and give 
their hearts to those to whom chance had given their bodies^ Often, 
he said, a sense of injury yields in the end to affection; and their 
husbands would treat them all the more kindly in that they would 
try, each one of them, not only to fulfil their own part of the bargain, 
but also TO make up to their wives for the homes and parents they' 
had lost. The men, too, played their pan: they spoke honied words 
and vowed that it was passionate love which had prompted their 
oflence. No plea can better touch a woman*s heart. The women m 
course of dme lost their resentment.** 

But their parents were far from resigned, and the communities 
thus despoiled of their women sent armies to attack Rome. The 
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Latins were beaten back; but then the Sabines employed a nise^ 
Spurius Tarpeius, the commander of the Roman citadel^ had a 
daughter Tarpeia. This girl, * when she had gone outside the walls to 
fetch water for a sacrifice, was bribed by Tatius, the king of the 
Sabines, to admit a party of hts soldiers into the fortress. Once 
inside, the men crushed her to death under their shields, to make it 
look as if they had taken the place by storm—or, it may be, to show 
by harsh example that there must be no trusting a traitor. 

'There is also a story that this girl demanded as the price of her 
serv ices “what they had on their shield-arms”, Now^ the Sabines in 
those days used to wear on their left arms heavy gold bracelets and 
fine jewelled rings—so they kept their bargain: paying, howev^er, 
not, as the girl hoped, with golden bracelets, but with their shields. 
Some say that after bargaining for what they “had on their left 
arms” she did actually demand their shields, and being proved a 
traitor w^as killed, as it were, by the verv' coin that paid her.^* 

After occupying the dtadel, the Sabines moved down to meet the 
advancing Romans. These w'erc headed by Romulus, who vowed a 
temple to Jupiter the Stayer of Flight if his men could stand firm. 
The Sabine commander Mettus Curtius narrowiy saved himself 
from sinking into a swamp, and the battle was continuing on the low 
ground when the Sabine women, the original cause of the quarrel, 
decisively interv^ened. With hair streaming and clothes rent, they 
thrust themselves in a body betw'een the combatants, and appealed 
to them to stop fighting. The effect of this appeal w'as pow'erful and 
instantaneous, and a moment later the rival commanders stepped 
forward to make peace. 

And they did more than this; for the two states were henceforth 
united under a single govemment, with Rome as its capital city. 


2 Fiilri&tk FtfutidaTion-mjfh 

Augustus and the Roman traditions which he cherished were 
honoured not only by poets, such as Virgil and Horace, but by 
historians as well. Foremost among these was Livy of Patavium 
(Padua), who spent forty years writing a history of Rome from the 
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earliest times down to hU own day. Nearly 107 out of his 142 books 
are lost, including the portions relating to contemporary events. 
But the first books arc among those that have survived. Dealing with 
legendary events, these blend history, archaeology, folk-tale and 
in)i;h. Livy*s work is a Virgdian evocation of the city s traditional 
origins, and the two men must have influenced one another. 

The Roman religion of family and state fostered the nationalist 
legends which served for a mythology (page 34 ®)‘ ^^^ben Herbert 
Spencer {1820-1903) explained myth^ as glorified ancestral legends, 
and ancestor worship as the source and origin of religion, he was 
right, not entirely for the Greeks, but for the Romans—whose 
reverence for their ancestors {like that of the Chinese) was the core 
of their religious and social life. 

These early books are among the most stimulating of all Liv>'*s 
work. For hjs gifts are essentially of this romantic and poetic 
character ^ he is an artist undcrtakingi in rich, clear, vivid language, 
an unprecedented eight-ccntuiy-long reconstruction of Rome's 
national greatness, w’ith much attention to the mythology in w'hich 
its early days were concealed. Here is epic poetry in prose—as far as 
Livy is concerned, Shelley w^as right in saying *the distinction 
betw'een poets and prose-writers is a vulgar error'- Like other 
writers in this strain, Livy adheres to the widespread ancient custom 
of seeing history through the eyes of a morallstH Indeed, though he 
aims at telling the truth, his main purpose is to draw moral lessons 
from the mythical or historical past for the needs of the present^— 
and for the glorification of Rome, of Italy (from whose frontiers he 
came), and indirectly of Augustus, 

Nevertheless, w^riting when nearly thirty years of ciril war were 
only just over, and the world was not used to the Augustan peace 
(page 338), Livy secs the early Romans in a roseate light by com¬ 
parison with his own contemporaries. Yet he begins his history 
with an apology for going back to these legendary times, which 
bring him pleasant relief from the anxieties of his own epoch—and 
the anxieties of attempting to describe it. Besides, the ancient 
legends, as he and Virgil and the comemponry Greek writer 
Dionysius of Halicarnassus interpreted them, illustrated the gTeatnes.s 
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of the human soul which, under Providence supervismg the gIor>' of 
Rome, mastered events. A critical use of sources seemed Jess impor¬ 
tant and, though Livy’s sources were numerous and varied, he did 
not use them scientifically* Plausibility, however, is aimed at, and 
the aberradoits and anachronisms of earlier Roman annalists arc 
toned down, so that the artistic unity of his story is complete. 

R. M* Ogilvie has compared Livy with Sir Walter Scott, who 
hoped his own works were ‘wise and manly\ Both were amateur 
cnthiisias^, creators more than critics. Moreover, the contemporary 
appreciation with which both were rewarded is echpsed in our own 
age, which hesitates to acclaim men so unreservedly as heroes; 
^ough Livy is now again attracting researchers into Roman ideas- 
The times of his high renown were the later Middle Ages, and the 
prelude and height of the Italian Renaissance. Dante, who had only 
read Livy s semi^mythological first four books, pronounced him 
infallible- Petrarch, who knew twenty-nine books of Livy and even 
outdid him in idealizing the early Romans, believed the new Rome 
should adopt the andent RepubUc’s constitution; and there is much 
of the l^man historian in Petrarch’s humanistic ideaU of virfti and 
linking success with merit and popular acclaim, and stressing 
the value and rewards of individual clfoit. 

Machiavelli too devoted an important work to Livy’s early books. 
In these Dishorn sopra h Prima Dtca di Lhh {1516-19) he 
smg es out the figure of Romulus, who mheriied political chaos 
not, kite Caesar, to deepen this chaos, but to rebuild ordered govem- 
mMt in Its place- In Machiavelli’s Prhtce^ too, Romulus is one of the 
no e exemplars, like Cj^s, Moses ajid Theseus, who have found 
an ta cn t e oppiortunicy to raise their peoples from the morass 
where they had been lloundering before. Renaissance thinkers, 
seeking for heroes, preferred Livy to Tacitus^hough Erasmus, 
perhaps frowning on the cult, omitted him from his reading list for 
schwis. To the French Revolution, however, Livy's account of the 
ori^s o c c epublic was a favourite w ork of reference and study- 
e miracu ous preservation of Romulus and Remus is a wide- 
^read theme of folk-lore. Their cradle was at first floating, like that 
01 bargon on the Euphrates, w^th its partial Biblical parallel of 
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Moses laid beside the NUe,^ The rescuing of the exposed child has 
already appeared in the story of Oedipus (page 220)^ and many 
folk^talcs recount the suckling of such children by animals; Nereus 
was fed by a bitch, and Pelias by a mare. As for Romulus and Remus, 
they were suckled by the she-wolf sacred to their father Mars» 
Macaulay retold the Livian talc as the poetry which it nearly 
Is (page 371)* 

Raging beast and raging flood 
Alike have spared the prey; 

And today the dead are living; 

The lost are found today* 

The troubled river knew^ them, 

And smoothed his yellow foam, 

And gently rocked the cradle 
That bore the fate of Rome* 

The ravening shc^wolf knew them, 

And licked them o’er and o^er, 

And gave them of her own fierce milk, 

Rich with raw flesh and gore* 

Greek influence has contributed to the story (the begetting of 
children by gods is Greek) and even to the nomenclature. Rome, 
though certain of its hills were inhabited from the second millen¬ 
nium BC if not earlier, became a unified city—as archaeologists 
have shown—from f* 375-550 nc, not from the eighth century as 
in Roman tradition (pge 337)* In the fifth century, or thereabouts, 
the Greeks invented ‘Romus^ (Rhomos) as a typical eponymous 
city-founder* In Italy, the form Romulus became current—*the 
Roman*, just as Siculus is one form of Sicanus, 'the Sicilian\ When 
the Greeks heard of Romulus, they differentiated him from Romus: 
thus Timaeus writes of Romulus and Romus, the sons of Larinus, 
and of Aeneas* daughter Rome. This tra<fidon was on the analogy 
of other legends which told of twins; or perhaps the twins here 
stood for the amalgamation of two different commumties or repre¬ 
sented some ancient indigenous pair, like Cacus {page 330) and Caca, 
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such as quite often appeared in Italian relJg'ion and folk-lore. But 
for some reason, in Italy, the second of the twin sons of Rhea Silvia 
by Mars became, not Romus, but Remus—possibly a back-formation 
from a family name such as Rcminius, or from a place-name like 
Remona or Remuria (part of the Aventine Hill), or maybe derived 
from Roma in the same way as tbe Greek Kcriyia (Corfu) bcc^e 
Corcyra. The story of the death of Remus w as clearly introduced to 
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I>oint the moral that aggression against the new foundation would be 
punished. But the implied riv^ry of Palatine and Aventine also seems 
to recall oc^ionsm the fourth and possibly even fifth century BC 
vf cn the plebeians were in revolt on the Aventine and ^seceded’ from 
e centra ]^wer at Rome, Later, the fratricide w^as considered an 
ominous antiapation of the civU that racked the late Republic, 
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As for tile sucLUng of the twins by the she-w'olf, the Romart 
family of the Ogulnii dedicated a stame of this scene in 296 bc; or 
perhaps they added effigies of the tw ins to an older statue of a she- 
wolf. A bronze group of the event stands in the Capitoline Museum 
today^ though of this only the wolf is ancient (r. 500 BC) —-the figure 
originally had, as far as we are aware, no connection with the 
Romulus and Remus myth, and the present infants ate Renaissance 
additions. The storj' of the twins was told in the third centur)^ BC 
by the Roman annalist Fabius Pictor, w ho was repotted to have 
learnt it from an untnowTi Greek. In his own days, said Fabius, the 
Romans soil sang ^ancestral hymns^ about the brothers—not as 
swineherds or cowherds but 'such that men might well guess them 
to bc of the blood of kings and gods*. The tale had become even 
more famous in the anriquajian-minded first century BC,* when an 
anonymous ‘Constitution of Romulus* circulated. And it was especi¬ 
ally appropriate for Livy, writing under Augustus, who was 
cQvisaged as the second Romulus and had, at first, supposedly 
thought of calling himself Romulus before finally preferring the less 
regal and fratricidal 'Augustus*^ 

To complete the literary amplification of the story', the Romans, 
in this as in other myths, mobilized traditions of local topography, 
and especially names of forgotten meaning which could be given 
aetiological escplanations (page 121), such as the Lupercal grotto 
(believed to come from iuptts^ wolf) and the Ruminal fig-tree (from 
a word meaning ‘to suckle’?—but perhaps really a corruption of 
‘Romularis*). The foster-parents, too, Faustulus (a by-form of the 
god Faunus, believed rightly or wrrongly to come from and 

mean the favoured) and Acca Larentia, arc ancient local deities 
personalized under Greet influence. Speaking of the foster-mother, 
Livy' quotes a sceptical rationalization of the whole mynh. ‘Some 
think,* he says, ‘that the origin of this fable was the fact that Larentia 
was a common whore and was called she-wolf (lupa) by the shep¬ 
herds.* Nevertheless, even in Livy*5 own time there was a thatched 
hut of great antiquity, called the hut of Romulus, upon the Palatine 
Hill (it twice caught fire under Augustus),’ chough the same honour 
was also claimed for a prehistoric hut upon the CapitoK® Upon ihe 
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Palatine^ too, have been, discovered traces and foundations of 
primitive buildings going back to the nmtb and eighth centuries bc. 

According to the tradition followed by Li^y, Romulus shared power 
with a co-monarch Titus Xatius^ Iting of the Sabines^ who ruled 
jointly with him and died, leaving Romulus as sole ruler. Livy* 
follows a tradition chat one of the original three oenturies of ^knights', 
the Titienses, w'as named after Tatius (the others were the Ram- 
nenses, '‘named alter Romulus\ and the Luceres). This lint was 
already doubted by the first century bc, and many now regard all 
three names as foreign importations from Etruria. Asides, the joint 
monarchy itself looks suspiciously like a later invention, on the 
analogy of the Roman Republic with its tW'o consuls^ Taiius seems 
to be merely *tata* or ^daddy^^ But his rule with Romulus is put in 
this story to explain the historical fact that the Romans were the 
descendants not only of a Latin community settled on the Palatine, 
but also of Sabine communities on other hUls later incorporated in 
the dt)^—the Viminal, Quirinal and Esquiline. 

Just as the introduction of the dual monarchy stood for the Latin 
and Sabine strands in the Roman community, so the preceding 
story of the Rape of the Sabines—^so favoured a subject for artists 
such as Giovanni Bologna, Rubens, Poussin, and the sculptor 
Girardon symbolizes the union of these tw^o elements. The 
forcible nature of the union also represents an attempt to explain a 
feature of the Roman marriage^ for the ceremony traditionally 
included a reference to capture, suggesting an element of coerdon. 

> the same token the story is seen patfiorically from the point of 
vi«v of the Latins, rather than the Sabines, since the union is 
presented as a conquest of the latter by the former. {However, no 
conquest of Sabines by Latins has hliheno been confirmed by 

^ ^ ^ the inhabitants on the various 

1 jom ^ one another by gradual and peaceable means, presumably 
through mtermarnage.) 

After the Romans had seized the women, the return of the Sabine 
^mors to e attack is made the occasion of some further aetio- 
logiGil stones. The name of a pool In the Forum, the Lacus Curtius, 

35® 


THE QUEST FOR A ROMAN PAST 

is explained by the Sabine champion Memos Curtins, and by the 
plunge of his horse into the marsh that was there, from which he 
was only rescued w ith difficulty. But the variability of such stories 
is suggested by Livy*s later provision of a different and more famous 
m)th to explain the pool’s name: a cavity suddenly opened at the 
place, and Mettius Curtins, on horseback, leapt into the ^^wning 

gii1f>° 

Shortly before these events, we have the story of Tarpeia, which 
exists in numerous versons widely varying in detail. In historical 
times, part of the Capitoline Hill was still known as the Tarpeian 
Mount, and upon its summit was the Tarpeian rock or cliff—now 
identified by archaeologists—from which criminals were hurled to 
their deaths. There was also an ancient grave known as the tomb of 
Tarpeia, who w'as a deity of a near-by spring or rock, or of the hUI 
itself. Similar stories of the bribed and traitorous maiden had long 
been knowm, for example at Megara (where Minos drowned Scylb, 
seduced by Cretan gold bracelets), and at Lesbos, Pedasus, Naxos 
and Ephesus, The same theme of corruption by riches occurs in 
Scandinavian folk-lore. Its patriotic moral in the Roman version is 
obvious enough, and Taqieia’s figure, enveloped in heaps of shields, 
appears on coins of Augustus.^* 

Salomon Reinach believed the myth to have originated from 
ancient beliefs concerning the dangerous magic inherent in trophies 
or enemy spoils. For such spoils of war were taboo. *Alonc of all 
offerbgs to heaven,’ says Plutarch, 'they arc left to the mercies of 
moth and rust,’ They could only be brought back into use in the 
utmost crisis; even contact was perilous, for they were infected with 
evil, and must be left alone. They could be hung in buildings, or 
thrown into water, or destroyed by fire, or piled up: Caesar tells of 
the Gauls heaping spoils on the ground,^* The presence of such an 
andent pile on the Capitoline would provide just the right material 
for the adaptation of this Greek, moralizing, patriotic tale. But 
unfortunately we cannot say that such a mound of arms actually 
existed on the right spoil 

The tale of Tarpeia’s treachery suggests that the Capitolmc Hill 
and its citadel once belonged, at least for a time, to the Sabines. 
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Tarpcm\ Tarptius^ could well be a Sabine pronundadon of words 
recalling Rome’s siacth-century »c Etruscan rulers, namely Tar- 
quinia’, ‘Tarquinius*. For the Sabines belonged to the Umbro- 
SabeUian group of peoples who used 'p’ where the Latins used *q’ 
(a parallel phenomenon is found amongst the Celts), saying ‘Pompi- 
lius’, for example, instead of *Quinquilius\ if this is so, then the 
name of Tarpela, in spite of its Sabine associations, daces from the 
period of Etruscan dominadon: of which something whl be said 
next. She is called by Livy the daughter of Spuiius Tarpeius, the 
commander of the Roman dtadel, and this may be an echo of the 
dme when Tarquins were kings of Rome. 

j The StoFifs of Tarquiti and Horatius Teid hy 

Livy describes how Tarquin the Proud, the last king of Rome, 
came to the throne by the murder of his predecessor, Ser^'ius 
Tullius. Tarquin refused the dead man burial, executed his sup¬ 
porters and surrounded himself with a personal bodyguard- In 
personal control of Rome’s foreign poIic>^, without consuldng the 
Senate he formed many connections with noblemen from Latin 
towns. When, on one occasion, he was late for a meeting of the Latin 
League at the Grove of Fercntina, and w'as criticised for this un- 
punctualit)' by Tumus Herdonius of Arida, he had Herdonius 
killed, and used the incident as a pretejrt to revise Rome’s treaty 
with the Latins. 

A distinguished war-leader himself, Tarquin is recorded as 
opening hoatilides against the Volsdans, and thus inaugurating a 
twoiiundrcd-years’ war a^nst this mountain people. He also 
fought the people of Gabii, twelve miles from Rome. When his 
operations against that town proved unsuccessful, he sent his 
youngest son, Sextus, to the place, in the assumed character of a 
refugee from his father's cruelty. Sextus, we are told, ingratiated 
himself with the leaders of Gabii, and on the grounds that his father 
lacked support at home, persuaded them to resume the fighting. This 
went well for Gabii, where Sextus gained such popularity' that he 
finally felt ready to embark on his treacherous plan. 
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'At last he was to feci that he had the town, as it were, in his 
pocket, and was ready for anything. Accordingly, be sent a confi¬ 
dential messenger to Rome, to ast his father what step he should next 
take, his power in Gabh being, by God’s grace, by this time ab^lutc^ 
Tarquin, I suppose, was not sure of the messenger's good faith: in 
any case, he said not a word in reply to his question, but with a 
thoughtful air went out into the garden. The man followed him, 
and Tarquin, stroUing up and down in silence, began knocking off 
poppyheads with his stick. The messenger at last w^earied of putting 
his question and waiting for the reply, so he returned to Gabii 
supposing his mission to have failed. He told Sextus what he had 
said and what he had seen his father do: the ting, he declared, 
whether from anger, or hatred, or natural arrogance, had not 
uttered a single word. Sextus realized that though his father had not 
spoken, he had, by his action, indirectly expressed his meaning 
clearly enough. So he proceeded at once to act upon his murderous 
instructions.’^* The leaders of Gabii were executed, assass'mated or 
sent into exile, and the town passed into Tarquin's hands. 

At Rome, the king embarked on great building activities, including 
the completion of Jupiter's temple upon the Capltolinc Hill. But 
while many such plans were under way, a sinister omen occurred 
at the palace: a snake slid out from a crack in a wooden pillar, in 
order to discover what this portended, the king dispatched his iw'o 
eldest sons, Titus and Amins, to consult the Delphic oracle. They 
were accompanied by the king's nephew' Lucius Junius Brutus, who 
had posed as a half-wit to avoid the king s murderous inclinations. 
When they had reached Delphi and carried out the king's instruc¬ 
tions, Titus and Amins could not refrain from putting another 
question to the oracle: who would be the next king of Rome? The 
answer was, 'the man who shall be the first to kiss his mother. 
The king's sons decided to say nothing of this to their brother 
Sextus who had been left at Rome, but drew lots between each 
other to decide which of the two of them, on their return, should 
be the first to give their mother a kiss. But Brutus, pretending to 
trip, fell flat on his face, and his lips touched the earth—the mother 
of ail living things. 
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Back homcj xhey found the Romans besieging Ardca, the capital 
of the Rutultans. The officers, especially the young princes, whiled 
away the lime in lavish entertainments^ One day they and a certab 
CoUatinus were drinking in Sextus’ quarters when the conversation 
turned to the subject of wives. Each praised his own, but Collatinus 
suggested a way of proving the incomparable superiorit)' of his 
Lucrctia. He proposed that they should all ride straight to Rome and 
see how their wives w^ere behaving. Off they rode* and found the 
other ladies enjoying themselves with young men at a pany'* Lucretia, 
on the other hand* was quietly seated in her home in CoLiatia, with 
her maids around her, industriously spinning by lamplights Col¬ 
latinus* in dehgbt^ asked his friends to dinner, and it was then that 
Sextus Tarqumius decided to seduce Lucretia, A few days later he 
rode again to CoUatinus’ house* but failed by every plea and threat 
to win her compliance. But if she continued to reject him, he 
declared* he would kill her* and also kill a slave whose naked body 
he w'ould place by her side, so that all would think the slave had been 
her lover* By this threat* Tarquin overcame her resistance. Then he 
returned to Ardea. 

Lucretia summoned her husband and her father, bidding each of 
them bring a trusted friend* they brought Brutus and a certain 
Valerius respectively. She told them what had happened* and 
demanded that they should avenge her. Then she stabbed herself* 
and died. Brutus sw^orc he w'ould pursue Tarquin and all his house* 
and would never again allow them or any other man to be king at 
Rome. The others joined him. Lucretia’s funeral roused the people 
of Collatia* and w^th Brutus in the lead they marched on Rome. 
In the Forum, he spoke eloquently of the Tarquins and their crimes* 
and the people demanded the king’s abdication and exile. Tarquin 
started back from Ardea to restore order, but found the gates of 
Rome dosed against him. On recetvbg this rebuff* he fled into criJc 
With his two elder sons to Caere in Etruria, Sextus went instead to 
Gabu, where he was assassinated. 

Kmgs had ruled at Rome for two hundred and forty'-four years* 
and Tarqum’s reign had lasted for twenty-five. He and his family 
now took refuge with Lars Porsena* kmg of Qurium in Etruria, and 
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urged him defend hi^ fellow Etruscans and the principle of mon¬ 
archy by restoring the Tarquin dynasty at Rome* Therei, however, 
two consuls to rule the dty were elected by popular vote; and the 
first to hold this Republican office were Brutus and G)llatiiius. The 
new government granted the populace a number of concessions to 
secure their loyalty. 

On the approach of the Etruscan army, however, the Romans 
outside the city had to abandon their farms, and move within the 
walls. The most vulnerable point was the Tiber's wooden bridge, 
and upon this the invaders, after a successful surprise attaclt upon 
the Janiculum Hill on its right bank, concentrated their forces* 
The routed Romans fled before them on to the bridge. The soldier 
who was guarding it, Horatius Codes, tried to persuade them to 
stand and fight with him* Two companions, Spurius Lartius and 
Titus Herminius, joined him and with their help he staved off the 
first onslaught. Hut soon, as those who were demolishing the bridge 
called them to come, Horatius made Lartius and Herminius leave 
him and save themselves. Now Horatius stood alone, and held the 
Etruscans at bay* Before they could overcome his resistance, the 
bridge, safely demolished, crashed to its fall, and with a prayer to 
Father Tiber he plunged fully armed into its stream and swam 
through a rain of missiles to safety* 

4 H'atory m Legtnd 

According to Roman legend, the kings who followed Romulus were 
Numa Pompilius, Tullus HostiUus, Ancus Marcius, Tarquinius 
Priscus, Senius Tullius and finally Tarquinius Superbus (the 
Proud); the two hundred and forty-four years ascribed to the whole 
period of monarchic rule was placed between the years 753 and 510 
BC. How far are these tales history and how far are they m}th? The 
clash,' it has been said, *of the ovcr^edulous and the ovcr-sceprical 
must continue for the benefit of the resulting golden mean*' The 
contents and chronology of many tales about the kings in Livy are 
fictitious; for these stories include arbitrary guesses based on 
etj^mology and topography, and indeed, even when they contain a 
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nucleus of history, are often placed (for reasons of ptriotic or fatnil}'' 
pride) several hundred years earlier ihan they belong. Yet the Roman 
tradition that the city TS'as originally governed by longs is plausible. 
And it is corroborated by state offices which, surviving for a millen¬ 
nium longer, retained the word namely the rex sacroruniy a 
priestly oUtcial, and the interrex who was appointed to fill gaps 
betw^een consuls. 

As for the individual lungs, however, certain of these may be 
wholly or nine-tenths mythical—our oldest surviving account of 
them, though it goes back to sources of uncer tain date, is only of 
the first century BC^". Numa is a classic Prince of Peace, as familbr 
a folk-lore figure as his predecessor Romulus the Prince of War; 
and Tullus Hostilius and Ancus Marcus look like artificial duplicates 
of the same process. For Ancus, like Numa, is a culture-hero and 
originator of customs—^nd perhaps ow^es his insertion in the list 
to the Republican clan of the Mardi. These were a great family from 
the fourth century BC onwards, and the fact that Caesar^s mother 
was a Marcia may partly account for the prominence of Ancus in 
Augustan writers such as Livy. Tullus, how'ev^er, was probably an 
historical figure: first because there were no distinguished early 
HosdUi to have fabricated him, sincse the clan w'ere not famous 
before the second century bc, and secondly because the House 
where the Senate is first known to have had its meetings (long 
before we hear of that family) bore the same name, the Curia 
Hostilia. 

The tw'o Tarquins, however, unmistakably represent a period of 
Etruscan rule at Rome. This was a time when the dev'clopment 
of Rome W'as ennehed and accelerated by the civilization of Etruria. 
The country of plain, hills and dense forests beyond the Tiber^s 
right bank contained its loosely federated city states, later twelve in 
number; and these states, ruled by kings during the period of their 
gr^test power, possessed an elaborate, individual art, e^Ecelling in 
filigrted, granulated jewellery. The revealed religion in which the 
Etruscans believed was a fear-ridden, ritualistic business requiring 
vast cides of corridor- and chamber^ombs for the dead. They loved 
bloodthirsty Games, feasting and music. Their language—though 
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its iDscripdons are largely mcomprehensible to us—was evidently 
non-Indo-EuTOpean. Despite early Greek influences upon their 
culture, ail these features suggest affinities with the East: with Asia 
Minor, Egypt and the Levant, Babylonia and Chaldaea. 

The Etruscans become idendfiable shortly before 700 bC as a 
separate civilization, occupied in trade, industry' and agriculture, but 
particularly in piracy and war. They made great use of horses, 
introducing the chariot to Italy. Etruscan strength came from the 
working of metals: the copper of Tuscany and the iron of Elba were 
perhaps what had tempted them to settle , and the whole of northern 
Etruria became a region of mines. Hesiod mentions them (p. 103.)- 

In the sixth century BC the Etruscan city'-states rose to the climax 
of their power, dominating Italy from the Po valley to Campania. 
During this period, not long after the Larin-Sabine union, an 
Etruscan dynasty conquered and ruled Rome, making it the most 
prosperous dty in the whole area. The Tarquins, part-legend and 
part-history', stand for this epoch of Etruscan domination over Rome. 
The first of the two kings of that name Tarquinius Priscus, says Livy', 
was bom at Tarquinii in Etruria \ and Tatchon was the name of a 
great family at Etruscan Caere, dose to Rome. Livy also mentions 
that Priscus^ name at birth w^ Lucumo,^* which seems to correspond 
to iiJKfAmtf, the Etruscan chieftains’ title of rank or office. At Vulci, 
nortb-w'cst of Giere, inscriptions on wall-pamdngs record the name 
Ciicve Turchtmies Rumach^ Would this, in Latin, not be Cnacus 
Tarquinius Romanus, a Tarquin who was a ^Roman’ or king of 
Rome? 

For there is ample evidence of a period of Etruscan rule in the dty . 
Although never truly a city of the Etruscans, Rome owed to their 
dominant families much of its government, religion, town-planning, 
technology and ceremonial. These debts have left early graves on 
the Palatbc and Esquiline Hills, a tradition of Etruscan connections 
with the CaelLan HilV’ and a Black Stone—discovered in the 
Forum—suggesting links with near-by Veii in Etruria. Livy' also 
indicates spedfic Roman institutions that camt from that country'— 
the ^cumle’ chair, purple-bordered toga, lictors;^® not to speak of 
drains, urban architecture, div'mation by entrails, and perhaps the 
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name of the dty itself. There was also, at Rome, an Etruscan road, 
the Vicus TutcuSj leadmg from the wcsiem end of the Forum doiati 
to the bridge: Tuscus’ either because it led f& Etruria, or because 
this was an Etruscan quarter. 

The regime of the Etruscans at Rome comcided with, and caused, 
the city’s rise to grandeur. The traditional date of Tarquinius 
Priscus (616-579 is close to the dine when, as archaeological 
material shows, Rome first became a Large, grand, prosperous city 
with monumental architecture (r. 575-550). Surrounded by earth¬ 
works and including as its common market'-place the former marsh¬ 
land of the Forum, the town could now assert itself against powerful 
Etniscan-ruled neighbours, likewise of mixed population, such as 
Veil. Later in the century, Rome’s grandeur culminated in the 
Etruscan-built temple of Jupiter (with Juno and Minerva) upon 
the Capitoline Hill, the largest temple in ltaly« 

Livy^’s story, however, is that Tarquinius Priscus was not himself 
an Etruscan, but was the son of Demaratus of Corinth, who *had 
been forced by political troubles to leave Greece and happened to 
settle in Tarquinii*. Corinth was at this rime in the grip of an auto¬ 
cratic dynasty the CjpseUds (r. 657-585 Bc), from whom the 
important trading families could well have fled. Livy’s contemporary 
Dionysius of Halicarnassus adds that Demaratus w'as accom[Mnied 
by yirtwfj, image-makers, Eucheir and Eugrammus, and this story' 
corresponds with the archaeologicaL evidence* For from the seventh 
century bc onwards Etruria ivas flooded with the ^orrentalhang’ 
vases (page 50) for w'hich at this rime Corinth was famous; and 
masses of local Etruscan copies w'crc made. Corinthian craftsmen and 
porters are likely enough to have settled in Etruria, and indeed, a 
Greek settlement is known to have been established at P)'rgi, the 
port of Caere. This then is one way in which Roman my'th and legend 
operate. There is no need to accept Livy’s dramatic embroiderings 
as historical fact, or even to believe that one of the kings was actually 
of Greek origin, but the tale does rightly reflect, not only Etruscan 
domination at Rome, but Greek influence in Etruria. 

Very probably there was more than one Tarquin at Rome, but the 
symroetneaUy balanced ‘good’ Priscus and ‘bad’ Superbus look like 
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myth. In the absence of a detailed mdldon, something had to be 
done to separate the ‘bringer of prosperity* from *the defeated 
tyrant** The latter, Stiperbus, is endowed with all the traditional 
features of the Greek tyrant type—bodyguard, organization of forced 
labour for public works, distribution of com to win public support* 
Another complication is the insertion in the king-list, betw een 
the two Tarquins, of Senius Tullius* To him are attributed stories— 
divine interventions, omens and the like—recalling Romulus and indi¬ 
cating the role of ‘second founder** Senius was credited w ith the first 
stone wall round Rome, of which portions still exist, and his tradi¬ 
tional treaty with the Latin League was known to Livy*s contem¬ 
poraries ^ he was also said to have built a temple to the Latin goddess 
Diana on the Aventine, which w'as not yet inside the wall. For such 
reasons, although Livy reports varied accounts of his origins,** 
Servius was believed to have been a Roman or a Ladn* But the 
antiquarian emperor Qaudius (ad 41-^54) identified him with an 
Etruscan hero Mastama*" (perhaps this is a tide, not a name), 
who figures on the wall paintings at Vulci as successor to a T(trchvrti^$ 
whom he had slain (page 365). Claudius evidently bcUev'cd (whether 
righdy or wrongly we cannot say) that the monarchy, having once 
become Etruscan, had remained Etruscan until its end* 

Servius Tullius b said to have done what Greek reformers did, 
and transferred the Roman tribal system from a kinship basis to a 
geographical system, thus giving more power to the rising middle- 
class (hke the ‘hoplite revolutions* in Greece) and less to the aristoc- 
rac>'* Although such a royal reformer maj have existed, the career 
of Senius, as described, sounds like a fabricated precedent for 
the plebeian democratic agitations of the fourth oentury DC. 

Servius w^as of mysterious origins, perhaps the son of a slave 
(jiTtsa); and his destiny became apparent by a miracle (flames w^ere 
seen burning round his head)—these being phenomena which have 
surrounded reforming autocrats since the days of Sargon in the third 
mUlenniuni bc (page 220). 

Of the expulsion of the kings, w’ho stood, despite their achievements, 
for the horrors of un-Republicanism, Livy tells a mjth-encrustcd 
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story. But this must contain a nucleus of histoncat truth. For at 
some point the kings did give way (suddenly or by gradual stages), 
not to a democracy as often in Greece, but to an aristc^cradcally- 
based government by annually appointed pairs of consuls. More¬ 
over, excavations confirm chat, not far from the traditional expulsion 
date (510 BC), Rome did cut itself off from Etruria. The city seems 
temporarily to have returned to a parochial, isolated, perhaps semi- 
civilized existence, with no outlets for export and a consequent 
series of famines. These, preserved by the historical record, ^tere 
what caused the Romans to develop war and aggression as national 
Industries. We know independently that Etruscan control of western 
Italy was weakening at just about this time. Aristodemus, leader of 
the Greek settlement at Cumae (page 340), is said to have repulsed 
the Etruscans in 524 BC, and to have overcome them again at Anda 
in about 505 j in 474 a Greek fleet from Syracuse defeated an Etruscan 
naval attack on Cumae, 

What happened at Rome can scarcely now, through the tangle of 
patriotic myth, be reconstruCTcd. The fact chat one of the alleged 
first consuls was called Tarquinius (Collatinus)*' might suggest that 
an Etruscan monarch stayed on for a spell with reduced pow-ers. 
Indeed there may even, for a time, have been an intermediate stage 
of a non-hereditary early monarchy with dreumsenbed fonctions. 
Little help is obtained from the other consults name, Junius (Ludus 
Junius Brutus), since this looks like an interpolation of the fourth 
century' BC, inserted at the instance of Junii who were prominent at 
that time. They were a plebeian clan* and therefore all the more in 
need of early and distinguished ancestries, since foreign or insigni¬ 
ficant origins could not be admitted. The family of the defender of 
the bridge however, the Horatii, w'ere authentically one of the 
houses that led Rome In its post-regal days. The name of Marcus 
Horarius, w hom a variant tradition included aniong the first consuls 
(Uvy makes his tenure slightly later), 15 associated with the dedica¬ 
tion of the Capitoline temple (page 366), and with Romeos earliest 
treaty with Carthage. The family's role is reflected, first, in a duel 
between the Horatii and Curiatii—invented to explain an obscure 
piece of ntual—and then by the fight of Horatius Codes (one-eyed) 
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to defend the bridge. This story (first tnovp^ to us, in the third 
centurj' BC, from CaUiimchus^*) is iitevvise aetioLogicitl, for opposite 
the Sublician Bridge was an ancient statue of a lame ono-eyed man. 
This represented Vulcan, one-eyed as the sun-god and lame like 
Hephaestus (or because the sculptor could not represent legs). But 
the statue^s meaning was forgotten, and the patriotic tale of Horatius 
Gxiles, exemplar of Roman epic prow'ess, grew up as an explanation 
of its origin. 

The wooden (Sublician) bridge, of w hich the foundations are still 
visible, is attributed by Livy to Ancus Marcius (seventh century Ec) 
but was probably not constructed until the Tarquin period, when 
the link with Etruria became vital. Rome owed much to the bridge, 
as the lowest land-crossing—like London*s—of an important 
navigable river; the Fidenae ford, ten miles higher, had been 
captured by Veii. The Sublician Bridge was, even in historical times, 
surrounded by elaborate taboos irvhich recall that pQtitlftx^ *priest*, 
originally meant bridge-mater; and certain of these taboos, for 
instance those forbidding the use of iron nails, recall the days when 
the bridge was first made and w as made of w ood* 

I'hc enemy of Hoiaiius Codes and of Rome, in Livy’s version, 
was Lars Porsena, king of Clusium in Etruria.** Pliny said he was 
king not of Qusium but of Vulci, and another view is that he ruled 
neither of these but Rome's threatening neighbour, Veii* ‘Porsen(n)a' 
may w'ell be an Etruscan title explained by the Romans as a name, 
like Mastama (page 367) with whom some identify him. Perhaps 
Porsena, in historical fact, was not in league with the Tarquins but 
overthrew them—^not repelled, as in Livy's nationalist version, but 
temporarily recapturing Rome* Indeed the town, with its command 
of the river ford, may well have changed hands several times, like 
other border-fortresses such as New^casile or Carlisle in the Middle 
Ages. 

x\nd so various talcs of Horatius at the bridge grew up, recurring, 
we are told, as a tj^pical specimen theme in Roman funeral oratory'.'* 
Lfsed only occasionally by painters—such as the Genoese Bernardo 
Strozzi (1581-1644)—the myth was immortalized more than tw'o 
centuries later in the free adaptation of Macaulay, to whom it 
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seemed (and he makes it seem to us) the most stirring of heroic 
sagas. 


Lars Porsena of Qiisium, 

By the Nine Gods he swore 
That the great house of Tarqum 
Should suffer wrong no more^ 

By the Nine Gods he swore it, 

And named a tiy^sting day, 

And bade his messengers ride forth, 

East and west and south and north, 

To summon his array .. » 

And nearer fast and nearer 
Doth the red w^hlrlwind come' 

And louder still and sdll more loud, 
From underneath that rolling cloud, 

Is heard the trumpet’s war-note proud, 
The trampling, and the hum. 

And plainly and more plainly 
Now through the gloom appears, 

Far to left and far to right, 

In broken gleams of dark-blue light, 

The long array of helmets bright. 

The long array of spears . .. 

And then, imagines Macaulay, came Sextus Tarquiuiust 

Yet one man for one moment 
Stood out before the crowd i 
Well known was he to all the Three, 

And they gave him greeting loud, 
’Now' welcome, welcome, Sextus! 

Now welcome to thy home! 

dost thou stay, and turn away? 

Here lies the road to Rome.* 
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Thncft looked he at the city; 

Thrice looked he at the dead; 

And thrice came on in fury, 

And thrice turned back in dread: 

And, white with fear and hatred, 

Scowled at the narrow way, 

Where, wallowing in a pool of blood, 

The bravest Tuscans lay* 

Macaulay's vigorous, cut-and-thrust, ballad-style narrative, charging 
the antique names and pbces with a powerful emotional throb 
owing something to Walter Scott—but stressing civic patriotism 
rather than Scott's feudal loyalties—took the public by storm from 
1S4Z onwards, and acquainted generation after generation with the 
legends of the Roman Republic; rather as Hawthorne and Kingsley, 
a decade later, gave popular currency to Greek myth also (page 
302). 

As a prelude to the tale, Livy has recounted how Lucrctia, belong¬ 
ing to a dan represented by Brutus* successor as consul, killed herself 
because she could not bear the dishonour of her rape by Sextus 
Tarquinius. She is one of many w omen who play a dramatic, though 
very broadly charactertEed, part in these pages. The fate of this 
classic Fair Maid and model of virtuous fidelity was the chosen 
theme for many Venetian masterpieces. There is the strange strength 
of Titian's old age, a lofty mood of fareweU, in his renderings of 
Tarquin and Lucretia; another Titian subject, utilized also for a 
characteristically different treatment by Veronese, is Lucreda 
stabbing herself* Her rape by Tarquin appealed particularly to 
Tintoretto who, employing for his m}thological paintings of the 
i5So*s a decorative, narrative objectivity absent from his other works, 
found in Livy*s story a vehicle for the saying he inscribed on his 
studio wall, 'Michelangelo's design and Titian's colour*; the com- 
binadon of Venedan richness and harmony with sufiering, restless 
movement and chiaroscuro. In Tintoretto's renderings of this theme 
of Tarquin and Lucretia the reladon of her nude body to draperies 
and window points ahead to Courbet. 
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This, too—like the story of Venus and her beloved Adonis, killed 
by a boar was one of the mjrths chosen by Shakespeare as the 
subject of a poem. The Rapt of Lucrece: 

VVhat could he see but mightily he noted? 

What could he note but strongly he desired? 

What he beheld, on that he firmly doted. 

And in his will his wilful eye he tired. 

With more than admiration he admired 
Her azure veins, her alabaster skin. 

Her coral lips, her snow-white dimpled chin ... 

Wrapped and confounded in a thousand fears. 

Like to a new-killed bird she trembling lies; 

She dares not look; yet, winking, there appears 
Quick-shifting antics, ugly in her eyes: 

Such shadowTs arc the weak brain's forgeries; 

Who, angry that the eyes fly from their lights. 

In darkness daunts them with more dreadful sights. 
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OVID 


I Changes of Shape 

OVID OF Sulmo (Sulmona) in the Apennines belongs to a genera¬ 
tion which, at its more gilded levels, w’as both dred of Augustan 
imperialism and too sophisticated for the strong personal feeling 
with which Propertius had infused a diction rich in myths. The new 
young men were more interested in ps)xholog>’—especially feminine 
psychology—than their eiders, whose emotional climate they found 
stifUng. In smart, glittering elegiac couplets Ovid wTOte the Loves 
(Amores); the Heroines {HeroiJes), poetic letters by mythological 
figures—mostly by women to their absent husbands and lovers; 
the Art of Love and Remedies of Love^ cynically pretending to be 
scientihe discussions of the subject; the Fastis a calendar of the 
Roman year; and, after his exile to Tomis on the Black Sea by 
Augustus (for *a poem and a mistake*), the Lamentations (Tristia) 
and Letters from the Black Sea {Epistulae ex Ponto). All these poems 
exhibit Ovid*s prime talent, which was the narration of mytholog)'; 
his light, brilliant verse lent itself perfectly to such story-telling. 

But his greatest repository of the m>ihs is his long poem the 
Metamorphoses. This poem, which Ovid knew to be his most 
important work, consists of fifty longer and two hundred shorter 
stories, written in the hexameters of Homer and Virgil, though the 
metre is handled with quite a new raciness. These stories have one 
thing in common. They arc all (even if sometimes the link is far- 
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fetched) ules of magic changes of shape; they arc about people, 
mostly mythical, transformed into animals, or birds, or trees, or 
flowers, or stones. 

Metamorphosis haunts most folk-lore. All over the world stories 
have been invented to account for a name w hich sounds, or a natural 
object which looks, like something else. In early religion, as W. F. 
Otto observed: ‘the di\mc river is this water, which I see flowing by 
me, hwr rippling and can scoop up with my hand; but just as the 
primitive group consists of men, who can also be eagles or the like, 
so the river is at the same time a bull, and more than that, a creature 
in human shape*. Man and god, man and beast, man and plant, are 
interchangeable, as it seemed also to our own ancestors until a few 
centuries ago; for ‘these examples and reasons*, said Reginald Scot 
in his Discovers of Witchcraft (1584), ‘might put us in doubt that 
every assc, woolfc, or cat that we sec were a man, a woman or a 
child*. 

In Greece, such tales of magical changes of shape were a frequent 
theme from Homer onwards. Then in Hellenistic Alexandria (page 
300) learned and experimental poets, though infinitely removed 
from^ such beliefs, wrote antiquarian collections of metamorphoses, 
harking ^ck to early versified catalogues. Ch'id retains their 
scholarship and their variety, but adds his own rapid, champagne- 
like genius. Metamorphosis, he says, is a very condition of the soul 
which, according to Pj^hagoras, itself transfers its dwelling from 
beasts into human bodies and back again (page 313), like pliant wax 
that changes its shape but yet is still itself.' 

For spirits, freed from mortal laws, with case 
Assume what sexes and what shape they please. 

Accordingly, Ovid justifies his theme as the kejmotc of all natural 
development; and he has been hailed as one of the poet-founders of 
evolution as an attitude of mind. In the same spirit, he gives a 
dcadcdly actiological turn to many stories, making them into 
exp nations of natural as w'cll as man-made phenomena—though 
the explanations arc often ucked on afterwards, rather than true 
reasons for the talc*s existence (page 122). 
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Vastly diverse are the myrhs in the Metam&rphincs^ embracing 
satire or parody^ sentimental fable, ‘pseudo-history*, anthropolog), 
antiquarianism^ patriotic propaganda, moral legend, humorous 
anecdote, heroic saga, rhetorical fireworts, and romantic or macabre 
melodrama, ‘The poem,' says Patrick Wilkinson, ‘is baroque in 
conception, with its huge extent of ceaseless movement , * . its 
fantasy, its conceits and shocks, its penchant for the grotesque and 
its blend of humour and grandiosity.* And yet over-elaboration is 
avoided, first because this heterogeneous material is welded iuto a 
fabulous, Arabian Nights unity, and secondly because Ovid ‘plays 
it straight*, telling his stories wiih an impassive pseudCKnaivet^ 
which forms a telling part of his gift. 

Ovid did not, like some of the Alexandrians, make heavy weather 
of his remarkable knowledge and memorj'. He had always felt the 
contradictory tugs of the real and mythical worlds. ‘It is hard to 
believe,* said Harold Nicolson, ‘that a man so convivial, urban and 
disrespectful can have approached these myths with any reverence.* 
But the deference that Ovid shows is rather to the hearts and fallible 
souls of human beings. In spite of the lightness w'hich, it has been 
said, looks at passion in terms of Don Giovanni rather than Euripides 
(for all his debts to Euripidean psychology^), Ovid secs everything 
with the eyes of the loved one or the lo%'er—and particularly, of the 
who is involved and in distress; the love of woman for man is 
treated as no less poignant than man*s love for woman. 

The gods receive on the whole less sympathy, as might be 
expected from the poet W'ho, in The Art of Love^ echoed the ancient 
view (page 265): ‘it is expedient that there should be gods, and in 
accordance with expediency let us suppose that there arc gods*^** 

A Roman academic critic, Quintilian, criticized Ovid as too clever 
by half. Yet the pMt's stories, his wit and his grace—particubrly in 
the Mitam&fphosei —^have dominated the literary world for many 
gencradons. Medieval romantic love evolved not only from reverence 
for the Virgin Mary' and the ascetic ideal, but also from the amorous 
picturesqueness, the quick response to feeling and to nature, of 
Ovid. Seventy-seven copies of his w orks have been noted in twelfih- 
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century library catalo^es, as against seventy-two of Virgil (and not 
half as many of any other poet). Dante placed him among the ‘four 
great shades*; and then by his imaginative, inexhaustible store of 
word-pictures, Ovid became the master and model of Renaissance 
poets and painters, and of the English Elizabethan Age. The 
Metamorphoses were famous in the translation of Arthur Golding 
(iS^S"?)* Golding is a little on the defensive as a popularizer of 
pagan immoral tales, but from his version came the mythological 
allusions wth which Shakespeare abounds, and Milton's many 
detailed echoes. 

But perhaps the supreme exponent of Ovid was the painter 
Nicholas Poussin. Devoting for more than a decade (r. 1629-42) 
his rich, harmonious clarity to rationalizing Annibale Carracci’s 
and Domenichino’s experiments in classical landscapes, Poussin, 
before passing to a more earnest Stoic classicism, created a personal, 
elegiac interpretation not only of Virgil’s shepherds and shepherd¬ 
esses (page 308) but particularly of O^d. ‘No modem picture,* said 
Sir Joshua Reynolds, ‘so much resembles the paintings of the 
ancients as do those of Poussin.* Yet a comparison in terms of this 
sort is always misleading, for the authors of antiquity arc never 
‘resembled* by the artists of later ages who have used them to inspire 
their own talents. The versions of Poussin, for example, though warm 
wth the colours he learnt from Titian, arc more softly melancholy 
and disillusioned than his sparkling literary model. 

The Ovidian manner \^‘as understood by Drydcn, and prolonged 
into the eighteenth century by the facility and dexterity of Prior and 
Pope. Goethe liked Ovid more than any other poet, and his mind was 
early permeated by the Metamorphoses. For ‘everything in life,* he 
Mid, is metamorphosis, in plants and in animals, up to and 
including mankind as well* (1815). And he himself had already 
i^Tittcn his Metamorphoses of Plants in prose and verse (1798), and 
his pt^m Metamorphoses of Antmals (1806), wih the same sort of 
scientific bent as Erasmus Daiwin i^f'as devoting to verse in England. 
To the Victorian age, however, Ovid’s brand of chk seemed heartless; 
the myths had become hackneyed, and the place for psychology was 
now the novel. 
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But in a new epoch, Rainer Maria Rilke (page 323), un-Ovidian 
though were his feelings and circumstances alike, read 0\id*s poem 
admiringly in a French translation and became preoccupied with the 
whole concept of metamorphosis— Wandlungy Venpandhtngy 
Wendung—yi\i\c\i he enjoins upon himself as a norm of his own 
development (1914). Similarly Spengler’s cyclic view of world 
history reflected ‘the image of a perennial configuration and trans¬ 
figuration*, and Andr6 Malraux, in his Metamorphosis of the GodSy 
works out a similar principle, on rather more fluid lines, for the 
arts: in which one kind of sacred image ‘continues and at the same 
time destroys’ its predecessor. 


2 Loves Sad and Heavy 

Ovid tells the story of PjTamus and Thisbe, who lived next door to 
one another in Babylon.* Pyramus ^-as the most handsome man, and 
Thisbe the most beautiful girl, in all the East. They became friends 
and then began to love each other, but their parents forbade them to 
marry. They could only exchange loving words through a chink in 
the wall between their two houses, and when they said good night, 
each kissed a diflerent side of the wall. 

One day, how'ever, they formed a plan to meet at night, outside the 
city at the tomb of Ninus. 

And lest in open country' they pursue 
Divergent paths and fail to meet, a tree 
At Ninus* tomb their meeting-place should be: 

There, near a spring, a lofty mulberry made 
With clustering snow-white fruits a friendly shade.* 

Night came, and Thisbe reached the app>ointed place. But, as she 
waited, the light of the moon revealed a lioness, fresh from the kill, 
coming to quench its thirst in the spring. Thisbe, terrified, fled into 
a cave, dropping her cloak: which the lioness, returning to the 
woods from the spring, found and ripped to pieces with its bloody 
jaws. 

A little later, P)rramus came out of the city. When he saw the 
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footprints of the animal and the blood-stained coat, he cried out that 
this meant Thisbc was dead* He himself was to blame for making 
her come to such a dangerous place; he too would die. So sayingi 
he plunged his sword into his side, and the blood spouted out over 
the mulberry trees, dyeing its berries dark red^ 

And now Thisbe, though still afraid, came back from her hiding- 
place, anxious not to disappoint her lover. At first she did not 
recognize the tree because of its changed colour* But soon she saw 
the body of Pjtamus* On heating her call his name, he opened his 
eyes for a moment. But then he closed them again, for ever. So 
upon his sword, still warm from his own blood, Thisbe cast herself 
too. In accordance with her dying wish, the remains of the two 
lovers rest together in a single um. And henceforward the mulbcrr}^ 
fruit, when ripe, is always dark red. 

The setting of the talc of Pyramus and Thisbe is Babylon, and from 
that region no doubt came the story* a forerunner of the Arabian 
Nights. Such romances may have reached Ovid through late Greek 
writers of Syrian Antioch. The fact that both lovers have the names 
of livers in Cilicia suggest that the story was in origin, or at some 
stage of its travels, a mjth of the loves of river-deities in this south¬ 
eastern area of Asia Minor. 

But it comes to us first from Ovid, and the human, exciting, 
romantic, miniatuTc tragedy which he tells has fascinated many 
writers after him. Pj^ramus and Thisbe were favourites of the 
Middle Ages, for example in twelfth-century France. Then Dante 
employs the concluding scene as a simile. 

As at Thisbe’s name the eye 

Of PjTimus was opened (when life ebbed 

Past from his veins), and took one parting glance, 

WTiilc vermeil dyed the mulberry; thus I turned 
To my sage guide, relenting, when 1 heard 
The name that springs for ever in my breast. 

Chaucer closely follows Ovid’s version in his LcgtnJ of Good fVom^n; 
but John Mctham, in Amorjruj and C/eo/Ks (1448-9), prefers to give 
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the tragedy a cheerful ending, in which the lovers, revived by the 
prayer of a hermit, are baptized and married, and live happily ever 
after. There are countless other versions of the stor)', with un- 
Ovidian trimmings, and one of them—perhaps the Sonnet in A 
Handfull of PUasant Delights (1566, enlarged 1584)—is burlesqued 
by Shakespeare in the last Act of A Midsummer Night's Dream. In 
The Merchant of Venice^ too, Jessica says: 

In such a night 

Did Thisbe fearfully o’ertrip the dew, 

And saw the lion’s shadow ere himself. 

And ran dismayed SiVizy. 

King James I wrote a lyric inwking the example of Pyramus, as 
well as Leander (page 425), and Abraham Cowley retold this 
Tragical History at the age of ten, publishing his version five 
years later (1633). Goethe compared Ovid’s tale to Romeo and 
Juliet. 


Ovid begins the story of Narcissus and Echo* by telling how, when 
the nymph Liriope—^ravished by the river-god Cephisus—gave 
birth to Narcissus, the prophet Tircsias was asked if the baby would 
live to a ripe old age. He replied: *if he never know*s himself; and 
the prophecy came true in this way. When Narcissus, a beautiful 
youth of sixteen, was driving deer into his nets, he was seen by the 
nymph Echo, who cannot herself speak first yet cannot remain 
silent when others speak. She longed to address Narcissus, but when 
he called to his companions, from whom he was separated, she could 
only repeat the ends of his sentences. Echo wasted away with love, 
until finally only her voice remained. And now she hides in the 
woods and cannot be seen, but her voice is alive and can be heard by 
anyone. 

However, one of the youths whose love Narcissus had likewise 
mocked made a plea to heaven that Narcissus, too, might fall in love, 
and be unable to gain the object of his passion. This prayer was heard 
by the goddess Nemesis. 
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There was a ludd spring^, gleaming Like silver, 

Which neither shepherds nor the mountain goats 
Nor other herds had touched^ no savage beast 
Nor bird had troubled it, nor falling branch* 

Around, the grass which the spring water fed, 

And woods which kept the place from burning sun. 

Here once the boy, tired with hunting and heat. 

Stretched out to rest, charmed by the lovely spring. 

He strove to quench his thirst, but other thirst 
Was bom—he was bewitched by his own beauty r 
Loving 3 bodiless dream, and a body’s shadows 
He saw himself with wonder, motionless 
Poised, like a statue carded of Parian stone . .. 

Now’ he desired himself and loved his lover. 

And sued his suitor, kindling his own flames.’ 

What Narcissus loved was but a shadow, yet he ga^ed upon this and 
could not leave the pbee. Distraught since he knew that he and liis 
reflection must die together, he pined away ’ while Echo, though stili 
angered by him, grieved and repeated his lamentations . Upon the grass 
beside the waters he died, and she and his sisters, the nymphs of the 
spring, mourned for him* The pyre, the torches and the bier were 
made ready, but the body of Narcissus was nowhere to be seen. In its 
place, they found a flow^er, yelbw-ccntred, and with white petals, 

Euripides lost Andromeda had introduced a novel solo by AndrotU" 
eda, in which her laments were repeated by an echo. As far as w'c 
know', Ovid was the first to bring Ebho and Narcissus together* The 
story has lent itself irresistibly to symbolists, aJlegoristsand moralists. 
How far their interpretations are btent in Ovid’s tour dt forte 
may be questioned, though he was well enough aware that a tale like 
this has many implications. The image of Narcissus mirrors man’s 
idle hopes and disappointments—'and an echo’s evanescence again 
comments on the human condition* In bter Roman times, the story, 
with a new’ lesson that the soul finds no sadsfacrion in the body,, 
much influenced the Nco-Pbtonists.^ 
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In the later Middle Ages the fate of Narcissus, along wih the 
ule of P>Tamus and Thisbe (page 379), was more popular than any 
other story. In Ovide Moralist (early founeenth centuiy), Echo 
receives approbation as the embodiment of virtue, and the 
fragmentary thirteenth-century Roman <U la Rose translated by 
Chaucer contains the ule. 

This is the mirour perilous 
In which the proude Narcisus 
Saw al his face fair and bright. 

Boccaccio saw Exho as true fame, spumed by those who look 
instead in the waters of worldly delight; and to Marsilio Ficino 
(1433-99) Narcissus, like Orpheus, sunds for mankind’s idle 
pursuit of the unreal. 

CauN'aggio painted him (r. 1599-1600) in sharp contrasts of 
shadows and lighter tones far from the more frigid accuracy of his 
academic contemporaries. This great designer and innovator— 
variously called the inventor of modem painting, pioneer of social 
realism, rebel against the counter-reformation—shows, straight 
from life, a moody, difficult youth crouching over the pool, his good 
looks cast back by the w’ater in an ungracious grimace. Here ’life and 
love,* says Roger Hinks, ‘are two mirrors, facing each other, 
reflecting nothing*; though Caravaggio—like Ovid in this, for all 
his disclaimer of debts to the antique—^is sympathetic to fallible 
humanity. A more devoted Ovidian, Poussin (page 308), painted no 
less than four versions, showing what different feelings the stor)' 
can evoke. One of his pictures has been called an illustration, another 
a more picturesque dramatic interpretation, the third a requiem, 
and the fourth a stimulus to serious intellectual reaction. 
Milton, on the other hand, surprisingly used Ovid’s story, with 
selections and exclusions, for his delineation of Eve. 

After a Platonic study by Andr6 Gide, the TraitI de Narcisse 
(1891)—discussing the fusion of man’s moral and aesthetic natures 
into a new principle of art—the name of Narcissus has become 
famous again as the ps)'choanalyst’s word for the self-adoradon and 
self-absorption which makes a man or woman dead to the whole 
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external world. The term Narcissism, describing this attitude, 
originated Tsith Havelock Ellis (1898), and was more narrowly 
defined by Nacke (1S99) as a person's treatment of his or her own 
body as the sexual object. Freud devoted a detailed study to the 
theme (1914), with special reference to the personality' of Leonardo 
da Vinci—now ‘analysed' again, in so far as this can be done, by 
K. R. Eissicr, 

Paul Valery, himself the most self-conscious of artists, has 
written two versions of his three Fragment! dtt Nardae in which the 
philosophizing soul, recalling Dante, not only contemplates the 
truth but also contemplates, with love, its own contemplation and 
the beauty thereof. A nymph tells Narcissus, ‘your crime is to ignore 
all the hearts around you*. But Narcissus chooses to reject the 
populous, impure world in favour of purity; which may mean 
nonentity', yet the introspective mind is determined to preserve 
itself intact from w'orldly fragmentation^ Valery returned to the 
story in his Nanhitts Cantata (1939)^ ‘Beloved body,’ declares 
Narcissus to himself, *I abandon myself to your power alone; the 
calm water draw s me in the direction of my outstretched arms. To 
this pore intoxication I offer no resistance.' 

Rainer Maria Rilke, in the last year of his life translated 

Valery'*s Frag^its^ after himself wTiting two poems about the same 
myth (1913,1922), This theme, representing the opposition between 
life and art, became (like the story' of Orpheus, page 323) one of the 
intepal symbols of his poetry—and of his Hfe, w ith its self-centred 
denial of the loved one. 

There is no lover for him there, Down below' 

Is but the calm of toppicd-over stones, 

And I can see the sadness I present. 

Was this my magic in the light of her eyes? 

Rilke s obsession with Narcissus is related to his preoccupation with 
the imagery of mirrors: *no one,' he says to them, ‘has yet distilled 
with patient knowledge your fugitive essence.' Through mirrors 
the artist, like many a gazer in folk-tales, projects himself into an¬ 
other dimension, overcoming his personal inhibitions and creating 
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his own ideal, opposed though it may be to socially acceptable 
standards. 


Ovid*s story of Daedalus and Icarus is the tale of a loving father's 
tragic loss of his son.* 

Daedalus was a great craftsman and inventor who, exiled from 
Athens, had gone to Qete in order to construa the labyrinth for 
King Minos. When his task was finished, Daedalus petitioned the 
king to be allowed to go home; and this being refused, he planned 
to make the journey all the same—by way of the sky. ‘Minos 
possesses the earth and the seas; but he does not control the air, and 
that is the way we shall go if Jupiter pardons the enterprise.’ So 
Daedalus carried out this strange, ill-omened project, putting 
feathers, linen fastenings and wax together to fulfil his purpose. 

His son Icarus, as he watched and touched the machine with joy, 
was told he was to try it out himself, fl>'ing behind his father at a 
moderate height. They set out; and Icarus, in his exhilaration, 
became more and more daring. They had passed Samos, and Delos 
sacred to Apollo, and Naxos and Paros, when the boy began to go too 
high. The w*ax, too close to the sun, melted. From the heights of 
heaven Icarus gazed down in terror into the sea, and down into 
its depths he plunged, his screams cut short as the waters en¬ 
gulfed him. His father cried out to him, but only saw the feathers 
floating on the surface. Where his son fell, is called the Icarian 
Sea. 

The arch-craftsman Daedalus was identified by a later rationalist as 
the sculptor who (no doubt to illustrate a myth, page 320) first 
separated the legs of his statues. But he is an ancient culture-hero 
almost of the calibre of Prometheus, for he sought to rival creation 
itself, thus incurring the tragic fault of self-confidence and the 
disasters that this brings (page 187). 

The Fall of Icarus inspired Peter Brueghel the elder (c. 1525-69) 
to a startlingly personal interpretation in which fisherman, shepherd 
and ploughman continue their tasks unheeding, within a wide land- 
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scape, as a dny, insignificant figure of Icarus strikes the water. 
Brueghel, gazing at the human drama with a rough, realistic 
philosophy which sought the universal through the particular, saw 
the story of Daedalus within a framework of indifferent nature—and 
indifferent human beings, detached and apathetic in their eternally 
humble lives, for no plough stops, the proverb says, for a man who 
dies. Here is a classic instance of a myth directly inspiring an 
interpretation which is, nevertheless, original and not based on any 
previous version of the story. 

James Joyce invoked Daedalus in the last lines of the Portrait of 
thf Artist as a Young Many and Stephen Daedalus in Ulysses is a 
partial self^dendfication—the explorer of unknown arts which the 
author himself wished to explore on imagination’s wings. J. B. S. 
Haldane’s optimistic Daedalus or Science and the Future w'as 
answered by Bertrand Russell’s pessimistic Icarus or the Future of 
Science (1924): ‘I fear that the same fate may overtake the popula¬ 
tions whom modem men of science have taught to fly.* Lauro de 
Bosis transbted his own Sophoclean tragedy Icaro into unusual 
reahty by flying over Rome, to be shot down as he scattered and- 
fasdst pamphlets (1931). 

Michael Ayrton is a modem painter and sculptor who has con¬ 
centrated on this myth, with its relevance to modem astronauts, and 
on the personal experience of Icams: his fall proved his mortality 
(and his father’s), yet it achieved something—for they had at least 
flown. 


The labyrinth which Daedalus had been ordered to construct by 
Minos was to house the Minotaur, offspring of a bestial love. Ovid 
tells how Minos wife Pasiphae had fallen in love with a w’hite bull 
with a black spot between his horns; and from their union, brought 
alxiut urith the help of a w'ooden cow made by Daedalus, she had 
given birth to this monster, half-bull, half-man.* To hide away the 
horror, Minos employed Daedalus to build the labyrinth with its 
innumerable maze-like passages, and the Minotaur was consigned 
to its depths. 
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The palace blazed vnih trophies; but within 
Was scandal dark and hideous fhiit of sin, 

The household shame, fuU-gro^Ti and foul to sec. 

The illicit half-and-half monstrosity. 

To rid his roof of such a stain, the king 
Commissioned Daedalus to house the thing; 

And he, the world-famed architect, designed 
A multiplex of courts and cloisters blind 
WTicrc misdirections led, in mazes long. 

The cheated eye circuitously ^Tong.^* 

The Minotaur was fed every nine years on the blood of Athenian 
youths and maidens. Twice this tribute ^•as paid, but the third time 
Theseus, son of Aegeus king of Athens*, volunteered as one of the 
sc\'cn young men who were sent to Crete. Ariadne, daughter of 
Minos, gave him a ball of thread to unwind when he entered the 
labyrinth. He slew the Minotaur and, by winding the thread up 
again, found his way back to the entrance of the labyrinth and 
escaped. 

The great mythological cjcles of the Greeks, as M. P. Nilsson showed, 
arc all closely connected wth Minoan and Mycenaean sites. Minos, 
who became monarch and judge of the dead, is also the generic name 
for the kings of Crete during their Minoan sea-empire of the 
second millennium BC He is described as the son of Zeus and 
Europa, and his ^ife Pasiphae, whose name means *all-shining* (or 
‘she who gives light to all*), need not be regarded, as she sometimes 
is, as a moon-goddess, since her father is identified with the Sun; 
probably both the kings and the queens of Minoan Crete had been 
regarded as partly divine. Pasiphae ^as also worshipped in Laconia, 
and Athens, too, had a ritual which, although not associated with her 
name, may have a bearing on the Minotaur myth: each year an 
Athenian woman was ‘married’, in a building called the cattle-stall, 
to the bull-god Dionysus (page 282). 

When the kingship of Crete was disputed after Astcrius* death, 

• Accordiiig to another belkf, Theseus was the son of Neptune (Postdon) (sre psfe39i). 
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Minos prayed to Posidon to send a bull from the sea for him to 
sacrifice. Posidon did so, thus confirming Minos* claim. But the 
bull was so handsome that Minos did not kill it after all; and that is 
why, by Posidon’s arrangement, Pasiphae fell in love with the 
animal. The produa of this love, the Minotaur, is one of a series of 
monsters who appear on Cretan seals, mostly as demonic attendants, 
but no doubt also symbolizing the worship of the bull—for which 
there IS a strong evidence in Crete. The beast, who embodied the 
’ c principle, is seen leaping, as he had been shown in artifacts of 
the Indus civilization at Harappa in the third millennium BC We arc 
shown him fighting, too, or being sacrificed. On some of the Cretan 
seal-stones a nun’s face and head are covered by a bull’s mask, and 
the theme is repeated on coins of the fifth century bc 
P erhafu the survival of such art-forms was enough, in itself, to 
explain the invention of the Minotaur. Or docs the immolation of 
young Athenians to the monster go back to actual human sacrifices 
such M were offered to the Phoenician Baal-Moloch, who is likewise 
^ 11 -hcadcd. Or were the ‘victims’ only trainees for the bull-ring.? 
•ft '"i^k * Minotaur at all, but a real Cretan king, wearing a 

nmaUulls mask, that a real Theseus slew? It was also believed 
that Theseus collcacd ships secretly on the mainland, at his birth- 
pare Troczen, and then set sail, destroyed the Cretan fleet and 
captured unwalled Cnossus. Here, perhaps, is an echo of the events 
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which caused Lhe Mboan d^ilizatioii^s dowaTall (page 33): perhaps 
this variant of the combat myth (page 131) reflects a successful 
invasion of Crete from the mainland. 

The motvstrous and forbidden love of Pasiphae for her hull 
appealed to the poets of HellenLsdc Alexandria, with their taste for 
the out-of-thc^way and macabre. Such themes again interested the 
fin de silcU poets of the iSgo^s, and then Montherlant, whose Pass- 
phai (1528) was illustrated by Matisse (1944) and Cocteau (1948). 
But the modern ardst who has made the Minotaur his own is Pablo 
Picasso, who combines understanding of classical myth with a 
hereditary passion for bull-fighring. His wort of the early 1930^5, 
including the Skira edition of Ovid*s Metamorphosis^ reveals 
obsession with the monster as symbol of brutish, untamed strength 
amid the haunting imminence of carastmpheK The equivocal beast— 
amorous, savage or blind—appears in drawings and engravings in 
various media (pastel, gouache, indian ink, coloured crayon). His 
Msaotauromackia^ at New' York, plays on the double theme of 
violence and truth, light and darkness, menace and hope. To Picasso, 
the Minotaurs have almost become what angels had been to El 
Greco, Yet to Picasso there is no straightforward religious solution; 
there is an attempt to comprehend life in all its oscillations from 
gracefulness to horror. 

The labyrinth (the word is not Greek) in which the monster is 
confined may represent a cave, although it has also been compared to 
the actual labyrinthine structure of the palace at Cnossus^ Herodotus 
describes a labyrinth at Cnossus and another at Crocodilopolis 
(Arsinoe Ptolemais, now Hawara) in ihe Fayum.^^ Virgil locates a 
painted representation of a similar maze near the entrance tn the 
Underworld (page 328). But the labyrinth also recalls the mazes 
marked out as ritual dancing patterns in many countries from Wales 
to north-east Russia, almost always in connection with a cavern. 
Possibly, although this is not certain, such mazes arc already 
identifiable In the intricate passages and signs of PalaeoUrhic 
sanctuaries. 

As for their symbolism, ‘both the winding path,' says G, R. Levy, 
‘and the rope or clue, appear in European tales of entry into an actual 
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or subicctive spiral maze*. This lab>Tinthiiic path, found in medieval 
church)’ards, relates to the life after death and gives initiation, on 
terms, to the mysteries of the dead. The clue, Theseus’ thread, is 
like the fatal spindle of Sleeping Beauty, and the ball of wool which 
the kinen unwinds before Alice goes through the Looking Glass. 

j Loves Triumphant 

Ovid’s Cretan stories have told of Daedalus’ loss of his son, and of 
the monstrous progeny of Pasiphae’s bestial love. They continue 
with the relations of a w'oman, Ariadne, first with a man and then 
with a god.‘* The immediate outcome of her help to Theseus, which 
enabled him to kill the Minotaur, was disaster for herself. She 
abandoned her family, and left with him for Naxos: but while she 
slept upon its shore, Theseus returned to Athens (at the sight of 
his black sails his father drowned himself). 

She awoke, and wandered distraaedly along the beach, ungirt, 
barefooted, her golden hair streaming. Crj'ing out to her faithless 
lover, she desperately asked what would become of her. But as she 
wept, there was suddenly a sound of cymbals and frenzied drum¬ 
beats, and she was afraid. Silenus appeared on his humpbacked 
donkey, chasing the Bacchanals and toppling to the ground, urged 
on Satyrs; and Bacchus (Dionysus) himself came into sight, 
holding the golden reins of his dger-drawn chariot, festooned with 
clusters of grapes. Anadne forgot everything, including Theseus, 
and three times she tried to flee but could not. The god declared to 
her that she was to be his wife, and that he would be more faithful 
than her former lover. ‘Your wedding present is the sky itself!’ he 
proclaimed, and taking the crown that she wore upon her head he 
changed its gems to gleaming fires and set it in the heaven as a 
constellation. When he had spoken, he leapt down from his chariot, 
and clasped her to him. And they departed together. 


Minos did not pursue Ariadne and Theseus—a fact which worried 
the ancient commentators and caused Plutarch, for example, in his 
monograph on Theseus, to suggest some strange rationalizations.** 
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And I hen at Nasos Theseus deserted Ariodne, thus becoming not, 
as so often, the model of gay and spontaneous lovers, but instead the 
prototype of Victorian cads and bounders who unchivalrously 
abandon their ohligations. But probably in the original form of the 
story, as in a classic kind of folk-tale, he forgot her, owing to some 
charm or the breaking of a taboOi And so he moved on to his luminous 
future as king of Athens and unifier of Attica, the special hero of the 
Athenians who early appropriated him as their own. They saw in 
him the embodiment of mciciftil human justice, who gave sanctuary 
to Oedipus (page 234), as opposed to the executants of destinies dealt 
out by the gods. 

Nevertheless, Theseus* foreign relations as king struck a different 
note. He fought the Amazons—taking their queen Hippolyte as his 
trophy—and fought also the Centaurs in support of his friend 
Pirithous the Lapith, whom he then helped to invade the lower 
world in an endeavour to carry off Persephone. Unlike Pirithous, he 
escaped from Hades—according to the most usual version of the 
story—and carried off Helen instead (very young at the time), thus 
subjecting Attica to an invasion by her brothers Castor and Poly¬ 
deuces. The myths or legends of Theseus, in our own century, have 
attracted Aiidr6 Gide and Robert Graves, and now Marie Renault* 
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The origins of his earlier love^ Ariadne, are suggested by a tablet 
from Cnossus iwhich mentions her as ‘lady of the Labyrinth' to 
whom offerings of money were made, perhaps as a godd^ of the 
Underworld. Ariadne's distress at the desertion of Theseus vitis 
pictured in a long, elaborately mythoiJogicai poem by GaTullos 
{LXIV) and in a poem of Ovid's //Irroii/fj—where she says how well 
she understands that even the Minotaur's homs could not penetrate 
her faithless lover's breast. In the House of the Tragic Poet at 
Pompeii there is a picture, probably from a Gitek original, of 
Theseus embarking and Ariadne gadng after him from the top of a 
cliff. ^ 

Ovid s Version of the arrival of Bacchus-Dionysns, coming Irum 
his extern travels (page 2^7S)i kas been called as fresh and colourfuli 
as Titian s famous picture of the scene, though in treatment Ovid 
is perhaps closer to the rendering of Rubens. But the painters had 
also seen the sarcophagi on which, during the later centuries of the 
Roman empire, the same theme figured in endless repetition, as an 

earnest of the immortal life which human beings could win (page 
285). 


According to Ovxd“ the beautiful Atalanta, daughter of King 
Schocncus of Boeoda, could run faster than any man. When she 
^ked w oracle whom she should marry, the reply was: 'a husband 
IS not for you; avoid having one I And yet you will not be able to 
avoid this, and though sdU living you will then cease to be yourself 
Maimed by these words, Atalanta repeUed all her many suitors, 
insisting that no one could have her unless he had first beaten her in 
a race; and that any who insisted on competing, but were oumripped 
by her, would have to die. 

Yet even on those conditions many were eager to try their fate, 
Hippomenes, on the other hand, regarded this as a mad risk, and 
came to e race as a spectator only* But when he saw Atlanta 
ge^g ready to mn, and still more when he saw her running, he 
fell ^orutely in love with her and, in spite of the fate of defated 
mntestants, resolved that he too would compete for such a prize. 
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The girl admired his looks and regarded him with a softer expression 
than usual. However, she could not resist a general demand that the 
race must take place. 

Hippomenes prayed to Venus that, since his love came from her, 
she should give him help, and she did so by passing him three golden 
apples which she happened to have in her hand, plucked from a 
golden apple-tree beside her temple at Tamasus in Cyprus. The 
race started, and although Atalanta ran as slowly as she could she 
drew easily ahead. But when Hippomenes threw one of Venus* 
golden apples in front of the maiden as she ran, she stopped to pick 
it up. This enabled Hippomenes to catch her; but not for long, since 
she soon passed him again—so he threw the second apple, with the 
same result as before. 

Now they were on the last lap, and Venus describes what 
happened. 

And then, to keep her longer from the course. 

To the field*s edge he threw, with all his force. 

The glittering gold. At first the girl seemed slow 
To follow’ after, but I made her go. 

And, as she took it, added to its weight. 

By loss of speed to make her yet more late. 

And, lest my long-drawn tale as slowly run. 

The girl was beaten, and her hand was won.“ 

Later, because Hippomenes forgot to offer Venus grateful incense, 
and profanely made love to Atalanta in a temple of the mother- 
goddess Cybele, they were both turned by Cybele into the lions w ho 
draw her chariot. Venus and Cybele here become the neglected and 
vengeful goddesses of many folk-tales. 

There are two stories of Atalanta. The other—the subject of a lost 
play by Euripides—tells how, after failures by Jason, Pirithous and 
others, she was the first to wound the monstrous boar of Calydon 
in Aetolia. The beast was then dispatched by Meleager who gave 
her the head and hide as trophy.'* Ovid treats the heroines of the 
two tales as the same person, though whether this identification was 


393 


MYTHS OF THE GREEKS AND ROMANS 


his own, or inherited by him, cannot be determined. Claimed both 
by .\rcadian Tegea and by Boeotia, Atalanta may well be a by-form 
of the divine huntress Artemis, who in the Calydonian story had 
sent the boar because King Oeneus had omitted her hai^est offering. 

In other versions of the myth, the suitor’s name is not Hippomenes 
but Milanion. Propertius, whose elegies arc thickly encrusted with 
mytholog)', gives the talc as a parallel to his own devotion to C>'nthia, 
with .Milanion as the stock example of a patient lover. Theocritus,” 
like Ovid, calls the runner Hippomenes. The story is the folk-talc 
of many tr>ing and failing for the hand of the fair princess. The 
Dyaks of Borneo still very recently—if not today—had to cut off 
heads to win their brides. But the Greeks have adapted this familiar 
theme to their love of races and competitions. The present version 
is a curious variant in which the princess herself runs and loses. 
Robert Graves makes the stimulating (but not, without further 
evidence, convincing) suggestion that the race was deduced from a 
pictorial representation of the doomed year-king, with golden apples 
in his hand, being chased to death by a goddess; and that the 
punishment of the lovers records an old ruling according to w'hich 
members of the same totem clan—or kindred clans—might not 
marry one another, as the lamb and goat clans could not intermarrv' 
at Athens. 

The race or its results were occarionally painted in later centuries, 
for example by Bon dc Boullogne, but it is Atalanta’s doings in 
Calydon, as part of Meleager’s saga, that have received much more 
attention. Swinburne’s Atalanta in Calydon stands high among his 
major achievements. Saturated in the classics, he describes his poem 
as ‘pure Greek, and the first poem of the sort in modem times, 
combining lyric and dramatic work on the old principle*. Yet, 
although he used CHid (as w’ell as Apollodorus) for his main outline, 
Swinburne and his work are of course strikingly un-Greek as well as 
un-Ovidian in spirit, form and style. 


Acrisius king of Argos would not, according to Ovid,” believe that 
Perseus, w hom his daughter Danae had conceived of a shower of 
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golden rain, was the son of Jupiter. But when he grew up Perseus 
roamed throughout the world and performed marvels, of w’hich the 
most famous was the slaying of the snake-haired monster Medusa, 
one of the three Gorgons. Her hair had been beautiful once, but she 
had been ravished by Neptune—in the temple of Minerva who, in 
punishment, turned Medusa’s locks into snakes. Guided to the 
Gorgon by the aged daughters of Phorcys—who shared one eye 
betw'een them—Perseus passed through lands filled with the rigid 
shapes of animals and men, who had looked upon Medusa s face and 
been turned to stone. Perseus, on the other hand, gazed at her only 
in the reflection of his bronze shield, and this enabled him to over¬ 
come and slay her. He cut off her head, and as he flew with it over the 
sandy deserts of Libya, drops of blood fell from the w'ound. ^\^len 
they reached the ground, these drops became deadly snakes, with 
which Libya now abounds. 

Perseus flew three times over the whole world. On the borders of 
the west. Atlas refused him hospitality, whereupon Perseus un¬ 
covered the head of Medusa and turned Atlas into a huge mountain 
upon which rests the sky and all its stars. Finally Perseus came to the 
Ethiopian kingdom of Cepheus, where he looked down and saw, 
with love at first sight, the king’s beautiful daughter Andromeda. 
Though innocent of crime, she was chained to a rock, in order to 
expiate the words of her mother Queen Cassiope who had boasted 
of her own beauty and had oflended the sea-goddesses. Accordingly, 
King Cepheus had been ordered by an oracle to sacrifice their child 
to a sea-monster sent by Neptune. When the dragon appeared out of 
the sea, and her father and mother lamenting clung to Andromeda, 
Perseus flew dowm to them and offered to save her if she w'ould be his 
wife. They promised him their daughter, and a kingdom as dowTy 
too. Perseus sped into the air, swooped down upon the monster and 
struck. 


Perseus, light-winged, evades his jaws, and where 
The shell-crustation gapes and leaves him bare. 
On back, on bony flanl^, the sword-strokes hail, 
Or where the fish-flukes end the tapering tail.“ 
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Finally the hero drove his sw'ord three times into the creature^s 
hcarL 

The tinp and queen welcomed Perseus as their son-in-law, but 
the wedding-feast was interrupted by the king^s brother Phineus, 
who strode in declaring that Andromeda had been promised to 
himself, and that he had come to avenge her theft. Phineus hurled 
his great ashen spear at Perseus, and a general fight began. But 
Perseus, protected by Minerva, raised Medusa’s head aloft. Two 
hundred of his enemies saw the Gorgon’s face and w^ere turned to 
stone, including at last, though he begged for mercy, Phineus. 

By the same means, then, Perseus drove Acrisius’ brother Proetus 
from the throne of Argos, which he had usurped; and killed the 
vindictive Polydectes, lord of Seriphos, for refusing to believe that 
Perseus had slain the Gorgon at all. 

Perseus is described by Pindar as the arch-hero of Argos, where a 
mound allegedly contained the grave of his daughter and the head 
of Medusa. Argos in historical times means Mycenae in Mycenaean 
times, and of the latter dty he was said to have been the founder. 
His story, told in early epics that are now lost, became pan-Hellenic; 
his name was early connected with many ancient monuments and 
natural objects (such as the rocks of Seriphos into w'hich his enemies 
had been turned), and already in Hesiod’s time the tale w^as well- 
known in central Greece.*® 

Furthermore, there is no Greek hero apart from Odysseus w^hose 
adventures are so extensively merged with the fblk-tdes of many 
other peoples. The deeds of Perseus, like those of Odysseus and 
Jason, circulated far and wide with the early navigators. HU links 
however are not, as theirs were respectively, w^ith the central MedU 
terranean or the Black Sea, but with the Levant. Perseus has been 
convincingly related to the Canaanite god Resheph—and with less 
certainty his story has been held to reflect a ritual pattern of human 
sacrifice. 

He is primarily the slayer of the Gorgon, who had originally, 
perhaps, been the sort of nightmare apparition that reduces the 
dreamer to stony rigidity; and sinulai horrific masks were depicted 
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on Greek shields and buildings in order to frighten enemies and 
™d off evil spirits. It was not until Alexandrian times that artists 
made her beautiful—and Perseus, in Ovid, says how beautiful she 
once had been. He, the flier upon winged sandals in his cap of 
darkness, using the bronze of his shield as a magic mirror, looks like 
a survival of archaic prophets and shamans (page 139). 
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Perseus' conception by Danae from Jupiter's golden shower was 
regarded by Justin Martyr as a demon-inspired travestj'' of the 
Virgin Birth. But the scene attracted innumerable European painters, 
while Perseus himself is represented by Cellini's bronze statue in the 
Loggia dei Lanzi at Florence. The story lent itself to the allegorizing 
of Francis Bacon, who interpreted Perseus as a symbol of war and 
the fact that Perseus singled out for attack the only Gorgon w'ho was 
mortal (as her sisters Sthenno and Eury'ale were not) as an Indication 
that no wars should be attempted except those within one s power. 
This is one of the most fanciful of all the allegories suggested in 
Bacon's Wisdom of the Ancitnts (page 423). 

Sigmund Freud's interpretation of Medusa's Head (1922) was 
pKisthumously published in 1940. To him, the head surmounted by 
snakes represents the female genitals crowned by hair. By analogy of 
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dreams^ tiiat sytnbol^s persistence id horrifying form— found in the 
myths of at least twenty-five peoples—relates to the w^idespread 
terror of castiadon (page 115) for which, in dreams, decapitation 
stands. Mmer\'a-Athene, who according to another version herself 
killed Medusa (in hatde with the giantsX symbolizes these fears 
by wearing upon her breastplate the apotropaic Gorgon’s head, 
which numbs her enemies with terror and repels desire. Thus, too. 
Iris Murdoch’s novel A Severed Head (1961) discloses what 
primitive gulfs lie beneath our lives and civilizations; and one of her 
characters, Honor, Is the Medusa who is struck down but triumphs, 
who repels but iiiunobilizes. 

The seoondar)' episode m the story of Perseus, though it comes fore¬ 
most to Ovid's dramatic imagination, is his rescuing of Andromeda 
from the dragon. This further version of the familiar combat myth 
(page [31) includes no less than forty variants, in which the ^dragon’ 
ranges from several kings or rivals to two sorts of monsters and a 
mountain-giant. Ovid links his talc with the vaguely located 
‘Ethiopians’, but the stories arc generally associated with Palestine, 
Or south-eastern Asia Minor. In particular, the traces of Androm¬ 
eda’s fetters, and the skeleton of the monster, were stUl pointed out 
in the first century ad near Joppa.*' But the myth seems to originate 
from farther east or souih, and to represent a mixture and elaboration 
of several middle-eastern variants. The Persian king Xencts, Hke 
many people of Ins day, w'as using ancient myths for modem political 
ends when he quoted the union of Perseus (Argos) with Andromeda 
(the east) to enlist Argive friendship for his own cause in the 
Persian War. 

Only fragments survive of the plays which Athenian tragedians 
devoted to the theme (such as the supposedly romantic AndrctTieda 
of Euripides, page 299), but its fascination for the great painters and 
sculptors of Europe is amply attested. A mature masterpiece of 
Titian (f. 1554) heightens the drama of the subject by his 
presentation of light and shade. Even if the mood of the ageing 
Titian was not, as Roger Fry said, specifically pagan, the painter 
felt (he myths too freshly and experienced them too directly to echo 
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the formal rtaiurallstic conceptions of his contemporaries i and when 
in the 1550*5 he turned from portraits and religions subjects to 
mytholog>v his total mastery of this genre re-created the stories in 
an original idiom of colour and movement. Yet alongside the high 
seriousness of his approach to the myths is another element. The 
human nude is the central core of Renaissance humanist art, and the 
naked Andromeda of Titian is the objea of lust, the woman beheld 
and desired by a man. This erotic aspect of his genius commended 
itself to King Philip 11 of Spain and 1 of England, w'ho commissioned 
a series of Titian's mythological paintings, including this Perseus 
and Andromeda, Guido Reni, Rubens and Rembrandt returned to 
the theme, which later appealed, for different reasons, to the 
nineteenth-century romanticism of Bume-Joncs and Charles 
Kingsley, 


4 Pktii Couples Eejparjed 

After Jupiter hurled down the Giants (or Titans) who had tried to 
climb to Olympus (page 1^7), Ovid** tells how' Earth, drenched with 
their gore, breathed new life into this, creating from it human 
beings. But they too, like the Giants, were cruel, violent and 
contemptuous of the gods—true children of blood; and in particular 
Lycaon, king of Arcadb, had doubted the divinity of Jupiter w hen 
the god visited his land. So Jupiter resolved to destroy this human 
race also. In order, however, not to risk demolishing the universe 
w ith the fire of his thunderbolts, he decided to send torrents of rain 
and plunge mankind beneath the waters. Imprisoning the north 
wind and all other cloud-scattering gales, he released the south 
wind, while Iris drew up water to fill the clouds and Neptune, 
struck the earth with his trident. Rivers raced across the plains until 
every budding was submerged, and the w^hole world was a shoreless 
ocean. Human beings and animals were swept away or died of 
hunger, and even the birds, exhausted, fell into the sea. 

Only Deucalion, son of Prometheus, and his wife and cousin 
P>Trha were able to survive in a Httlc boaL Jupiter saved them 
because they were the best and most reverent of mankind. 
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\\Ticn Jove beheld, amon^ the thousands slain, 

In all the world awash one man remain, 

And of all women one surviving srill, 

Who both had served the gods and done no ill, 

He loosed north winds, and, routing clouds and rain, 
Showed earth to sky and sky to earth again*” 

Neptune bade Triton blow on his conch and recall the floods and 
streams, and Deucahon and Pyrrha landed on one of the tw in peaks 
of Parnassus, Their first action, after landing, was to offer prayers ro 
the nymphs and deities of the mountain, and to Themis, w ho at that 
rime kept the oracle* 

As earth came back into view, Deucalion saw' that it was an emptj' 
world, and tearfully told his wife how fortunate they were to have 
each other, but how precarious their hold on life still was. *If only, 
by arts like my fathcr^s, 1 could create again the nations of the earth 
and breathe life, as he did, into the moulded cby I As it is, the human 
race depends upon us two/ They appealed for help to the oiaclc of 
Themis, w'ho replied: ^Leavc my temple, veil your heads, lootscn 
your rol^s, and, as you go, throw behind you the bones of your great 
mo^er/ They were deeply perplexed imtii Deucalion interpreted 
their mother as the earth, and bones of their mother as the stones in 
the body of the earth. So they picked up stones, and threw them 
t^hmd their backs; and the stones grew', and changed into the 
s apes of men and w'omen* That is why we arc a tough race, 
accustomed to hard work—'W'e recall the origin from which we came. 

Next, as the moisture remaining in the earth was warmed by the 
sun, the earth, growing w'arm again, gave birth to animals of many 
kmds, and brought forth mnumerablc forms of life. Some were 
creatures known before, and others were new and strange. 

Deluge myths occur in thlrty^our out uf a specimen group of hfev 
among the world's mythologies* Almost all these stories reflect the 
Idea of humamty nemming to the water from which it had come 
(page 11o)—with philosophical implications, somedmes, relating to 
t e pun. canon of sins. Then a new era and a new humanity art 
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established} though often there aie to be further cyclic alternations 
and periodical re-engulflngST such as lie behind Platons m)lh of 
Atlantis. Psychoanalysts see the boat or ark as the precious contents 
of a mothers floating in its amnioric Quid. 

In the Pacific area, it is told that one ship^Tecked man alone, or 
the offspring of a lunar animal (here lunar and deluge myths con¬ 
verge), escaped front the tvaterj' catastrophe—which had been caused 
by ritual sbortcontings. SimikriVj the disaster from which Noah was 
saved came about because ‘the earth was corrupt before God, and 
full of violence^—like the world tainted, in the Deucalion story, by 
Lycion^s evil (which may go back to some savage ritual of Zeus 
'Lycaeus\ the Arcadian}. But Noah Landing on Mount Ararat—still, 
today, the objective of expeditions seeking the Ark—is closely 
paralleled, even down to the story of the birds let loose, by Sumerian 
and Babylonian deluge myihs. A six-column tablet from Nippur, 
going back at least to the third millennium BC, tells the stor>\ w^hich 
some believe to have been recited at a great Autumn Festival. 
Floods were more important to .Mesopotamia, and particularly to 
the cities of Sumeria in the south, than they were to Palestine. But it 
was the Hitdie and Hurrian peoples (pages 34, 114), or their 
predecessors, W'hich translated the Mesopotamian story' and intro¬ 
duced the role of Ararat to the Palestinians. The Deucalion version, 
on the other hand, may perhaps enshrine memories of a post-Palaeo¬ 
lithic epoch in Greece itself, when central Thessaly became a lake. 

In the inscription from Sumerian Nippur, the role of Noah was 
played by a hero called Ziusudra (*he saw lifc^). There are also 
independent Old Babylonian versions dating from early in the second 
millennium, in which the hero is the ‘exceedingly wise’ Atra(m)ha5is. 
The relation of Noah’s stor)' to these renderings is much disputed; 
some regard Noah as their product, many believe that he comes 
instead from an ancient, independent source. At some stage, too, a 
version of the Flood was Inserted in the Gilgamesb epic (page 94). 
3 rs best preserved tablet (in an Assj'mri version) consists of more 
than three hundred surviving lines giving an account of the deluge by 
him who has been saved from it, Utnapishtim ‘the far away*. Mount 
Nisir (whether Ararat or a rnoutttsin of norrh-eastcfn Iraq) is where 
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the boat lands, and the Sumerian citj'^ate of Shumipat (now 
Kara) on the Euphrates is the home of Utnapishtim. 

What happened at the end differs in the various stories. In 
Cmesis God promises Noahi 'while the earth temaineth, seedtime 
and han-cst, and cold and heat, and summer and winter, and day 
and night shall not cease’. In the story of Utnapishtim, the rescued 
man thanked the gods with a sacrifice, to which, when they smelt its 
sweet savour, they gathered like flies. The tale of Dencalicm, which 
reached Ovid through Pindar," ends with the creation of the new 
human race, not from mud or clay as in later versions of the story of 
Prometheus (page 209), but from stones: probably because of the 
similarity between has (stone) and hos (people)* This is less solemn 
than the conclusion of Gtnesis, but more creative and hopeful than 
the Gilgamesh ending. The peoples of Mesopotamia had neither the 
humanism of the Greeks nor the Covenant of the Jews, and therefore 
perhaps, for all the splendour of their dvilJiadons, iKcd out their 
lives in greater psychological insecurity* 

And so from Deucalion and Pyrrha were descended the various 

branches of the Greeks. 


On a mountainside of Phrj'gia, tells Ovid “there stand an oak-tiec 
and a lime-tree with a low wall beside them; and near by is a marsh, 
which used to be habitable land, but is now the haunt of coots and 
diving birds. 

Once Jupiter and Mercur>' came to this counuy, in human shape. 
To a thousand houses they w'ent, looking for somewhere to rest, and 
^very house was bolted and barred agamst them* But in the humble 
thatched cottage of the aged Philemon and Baucis they were kindly 
received; from this poor but contented old couple they received 
rustic hospitality* 

So when the gods came to this dwelling poor 
And stooping entered through the lowly door, 

PhllcmoQ brought a bench for them to sit; 

And bustling Baucis spread a rug on it. 

Stirred on the hearth the ashes scarce alive. 
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Yesterday’s fire with bellows to revive; 

Fed it with bark and puffed it into flame. 

Chopped sticks^ dry* branches, from the roof the dame 
Broug^ht down, and broke and placed beneath the pot, 

And next the cabbage, from the garden-plot 
Picked by her husband, stripped. He with a fork 
Reached and unhooked a smoky' side of pork 
From a blackened beam, and from this treasured spoil 
Cut a smalJ piece and put it on to boil. 

Meanwhile they both beguiled the time with talk_ 

The gods lay down. Baucis the cable laid, 

Girt up and trembling. One leg of the three 
Was short: a die restored stability. 

The top thus levelled she with mint did wipe, 

Then set Alinerva’s olives clean and ripe. 

Cherries of autumn-tide prcscr%'ed in lees. 

Endives and radishes and thick cream cheese. 

And eggs cooked Lghtly on the gentle fire, 

All served on earthenware. No metal higher 
Than this the encrusted wine-bowl dignified 
And beechwood beakers lined with wax inside. 

Nor was it long before the hearth sent up 
Its steaming dishes. Then they filled the cup 
With wine of no great age, A little space 
Was cleared, and these to nuts and plums gave place, 

And wrinkled dates, and open baskets decked 
W ith fragrant apples, purple grapes fresh-pickedl, 

And last a honey-comb; but better still 
Their kindly looks and bountiful goodwill** 

As the meal went on, the hosts noticed with amazement, mingled 
every time the wine-bowl was emptied it filled up 
ag^ 0 UB own accord. Extending their hands in praver, they asked 
to be forpvcn for the simplicity' of the meal They sil had a single 
goose, w 1C ^ acted as the watchdog of their little property', and this 
they now tried to catch for their divine guests. But successfully 
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eluding them until they were exhausted»the bird finally went close 
to the gods themselveS} as if to take refuge. Jupiter and Mercury 
declared that the bird should not be killed» and they added this 
further message. ^We are gods/ they said, *and this inhospitable 
neighbourhood is going to be punished as it deserves. Both of yon, 
however, w'ill be spared. But yon must leave your home, and come 
with us up the mountain near by/ Philemon and Baucis did as they 
were told* But when, near the cop* they looked round, they saw the 
whole couuuy'-side covered with water, and only their own house 
still above its surface. As they watched, the little building changed 
before their eyes into a gleaming shrine. 

Jupiter now told them that they could have any gift they liked; and 
they asked to be the priests of the tw'O gods, and custodians of their 
temple. They also begged that the same hour might bring death 
to both of them. These prayers were granted—and at the end of their 
lives as Philemon and Baucis in extreme old age stood before the 
temple talking of old times, they were transformed into the tw'o 
trees which the Asian peasants still show' growing side by side. 

The stoiy' is a Phrygian rendering of the Flood, of which the more 
familiar version of Deucalion and Pyrrha was also told by Ch'ld 
(page 399). There are many such tales of divine visits, resulting in 
fa%'our to one hospitable person or family alone. Perhaps it was a 
local story of this visitation of Jupiter and Mercury which, in The 
Acts tht Apostlesf caused the people of Lystra (in neighbouring 
Lycaonia) to identify Paul and Barnabas with the cw'O gods.*’ 

The myth of Philemon and Bauds is paralleled in variants *The 
Poor Man and the Rich Man* collected by the Grimms. The two 
old people of the Greek version are granted their wish, as in Let 
Trots Souhaits\ and the two trees into which they are turned recall 
Norse mj'ths of the creation* Ch'id borrows colouring from the 
Alexandrian poets (page and this same realistic, sentimental 
gfore was fashionable in contemporaiy' statues and paintings of the 
poor, such as gnarled, aged fishermen and the like. 

The story, with its moral that humility is one way of avoiding 
humiliation, is a simple, touching, understandable tale—and easily 
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Chnsdanlzed, so that a medieval commentator could gloss that he 
who receives one poor man in the name of God receives God. But 
the seventeenth centmy witnessed the most important paintings of 
the themci and especially of the Meal of the Gods, which had 
already attracted Bramandno and the Zuccari. Flemish, Dutch 
and German pointers in pardcular liked this subject, notably 
Elsheimer whose version was used as a model for Rembrandt’s 
Supper at Ernmaus; and Rembrandt also drew and painted the classi¬ 
cal subject Itself, infusing Christian symbolism^ 

*1 see Baucis and Philemon as perfectly before me,’ said Dtyden, 
’as if some ancient painter had drawn them*; and he translated Ovid’s 
talc. 

Meantime the beechen bow'ls went round, and still, 
Though often emptied, were observed to fill, 

Filled without hands, and of their own accord 
Kan without feet, and danced about the board. 

The young Jonathan Swift (1708) used a village parson and his wife 
as models for another version of the theme, turning the couple into 
two old yew-trees I the gods are saints w'ho 

Disguised in tattered habits, w'ent 
To a small village down in Kent- 

Goethe, more far-reachingly, used Philemon and Baucis in Fauss 
(Part II) as representing a stage in man’s struggle for salvation. But 
today Graham Hough, in his Lfgendi anJ Ptisfdfah, offers a more 
astringent commentary. 

Charmed with plain innocence of speckled eggs 
The strapping radiant ^ests ate up their crust, 

Returned the apple smiles, stretched out their legs, 

And at ^e spring washed off the moming^s dust; 
Determined the poor house must be new bmlt, 

Turned the thatched gable to a pediment, 
l-eft the old couple to a tedious cult 
Of virtue spoilt by knowing what it meant. 
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WelJ pleaded, the tall companions cook the road, 
Aglow vnih high Olympian charity— 

One to hunt Daphne panting through the wood 
Until she froze into a laurel tree; 

One, homed and dewlappcd, by the randy sea 
To tumble soft Europa^s maidenhood. 
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I The Story of cupid and psvche Told by Apuleiui 

ONCE UPON a rime a klag and queen had three ¥er>^ beautiful 
daughters, but much the most beautiful was the youngest, Psyche. 
People came from many lands to admire her, tn the bcHef that she 
was Venus, or had succeeded her as goddess of love. This caused the 
mes o Venus to be neglected, and the goddess angrily bade her son 
upi wound Psyche so as to mate her fall in lo%c with some com¬ 
pletely degraded creature. Venus then went on her way across the sea 
^ island of Cyprus. But Psyche received no benefit from 

e onoura paid to her. Her sisters had married kings, yet no 
^scraWe^ ®y^he, and she sat alone at home, feeling ill and 

Her fjther, $uspccting divine anger, inquired from [he oracle of 
I! ctus where he might find a huaband for her. The 
cr, never, came that Psyche’s husband was no human being 

nm 17 ^ she must 

rnarri.!.. T.! mouming and go to a mountain-top for her deathly 
-v j u * accompaniment of fiincrai music and lamentation, 

E°»8 «• her grave. 

vrieve P who shut themselves in their place to 

Wted Lr “P ‘’^'he Ml. A breeze came, and 

where she found henelf laid upon a bed of flowery Af,*; 
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sleeping for a while there, she rose and walked! beside a stream into 
the depths of a wood, and she upon a palace so radiant with 
gold and gems and precious woods that she knew' it was a god^s. 
When she finally ventured to cross the threshold of this heavenly 
abode, Psyche found within its dtxjrs unbelievably valuable treasures, 
with no guard to watch over them. 

But the voice of an unseen maidservant guided her to her bed¬ 
room and bathroom. ^First she found her bedroom and dozed off 
again for a while, then she went to the bath, where invisible hands 
undressed her, w'ashed her, anointed her and dressed her again in 
her bridal costume. As she w'andered out of the bathroom she noticed 
a semi-circular table with a comfortable chair in front of it; it was 
Laid for a banquet, though there was nothing yet on it to eat or drink. 
She sat down expectantly—and at once nectarous whines and appetiz¬ 
ing dishes appeared by magic, Boating up to her of their own. aoxird. 
She saw nobody at all, the waters wxre mere voices, and when 
someone came in and sang and someone else accompanied him on 
the lyre, she saw' neither of them, nor the lyre either. Then a whole 
invisible choir burst into song.* 

*When this delightfijl banquet was over, Psyche thought it must be 
about time to go to bed, so she w'cnt to her bedroom again and 
undressed and lay awake for a long time. Towards midnight she 
heard a gentle whispering near her, and began to feel lonely and 
scared. Anything might happen in a vast uninhabited place like this, 
and she had fears for her chastity. But no, it w'as the whisper of her 
unknown husbandHe came and lay with her, without being seen, 
and left before daybreak; and the next two nights he visited her 
again. Meanw^hile Psyebe^s parents, joined by her sisters, were still 
lamenting her as lost, but her unseen husband warned her not to 
answer her sisters if she heard them mourning. When, however, she 
pleaded to be aUow'ed their company, he reluctantly relented, but 
on the condition that she must not, however much they importuned 
her, try' to find out what he looked like. So the West Wind brought 
her sisters to the palace, and Psyche, draw ing upon her imagination, 
told them her husband ivas a handsome young man with his first 
beard, who liked hunting. 
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h{;n they were iilonie with one another on. their wav to 
their father^s house, the elder sisters indulged in jealousy. One of 
them complained that her ovfn husband T/ns bald, feeble and 
miserly. The other grumbled that she was tnarried to a man who 
suffered so badly from setattea and gout that his wife was no more 
than a nurse, whose hands were ruined by his plasters and poultices. 
So they returned to their homes, full of malicious intentions; and 
now Psyche s husband again warned her of the danger from them, 
this time with the assurance that she was to hav'e a babv bv him— 
a god if she kept his secret, but only a mortal if she talked. 

But next tune she saw her sisters, Psyche was not suhBctently on 
her guard. She was very simple-minded and, forgetting what story 
she had told them before, invented a new" one. She said that he was 
a middle-aged merchant from the next province, very dch, with 
slighdy grizzled hair. Then, breaking the conversation off short, she 
loaded them with valuable presents and sent them away. As thev 
rode home, younger sister said: ‘Now, what do you make of the 
monstrous lies she tells us? First the silly creature says that her 
husband is a very- young man with a downy board, and then she says 
that he's middle-aged with grizzled hair I Quick w ork, eh? You may 
depend upon it that the beast is either hiding something front us, 
or else she doesu t know herself what her husband looks Hke.' 
W hatever the tnith may be,’ said the elder sister, *we must ruin her 
as soon as possible.’* 

And so, correctly guessing the unwelcome prospect that Psyche’s 
baby destined to be a god, they dehbcrately frightened her by 
su^esting that her husband was a liendish reptUe. Accordingly, at 
t etr proposal, next dme she was in bed with him she got up and 
tOTk a lamp, and took also a carving knife to kill him. But by the 
light she saw he w^s Gipid himself in all his glory-. She tried the 
pomt of one of his arrows, which pricked her, and the lamp she was 
carrying split a drop of burning oil upon his shoulder. He woke, and 
immcdotely deleted from her, and flew to the top of a cypress- 

tree. icr pau^g there with a reproachful message, he soared up 
into the air and w-as gone. 

After vainly tri ing to dro™ hcraelf-the river stt her ashotv- 


410 


THE INVISIBLE LOVER 

Psyche wandered off m aimless misery, and came to the dt>' where 
one of her elder sisters lived. She told this woman what had hap* 
pcncd, but deceitfully added: ^As he flew away, he said that he would 
have you in my place as his wifc,^ So, lite Psj’che before her, 
‘the sister jumped off the rock too, shouting confidently: ‘‘Here I 
come, Cupid, a woman worthy of your love. West Wind, convey 
your mistress to the Palace at once’’.* Then she took a head-long 
leap; but she never reached the valley , either dead or alive, because 
the rocks cut her to pieces as she fell and scattered her flesh and guts 
all over the mountain-side. So she got w^hat she deserved, and the 
birds and beasts feasted on her remains.’® Soon afterwards the other 
sister met with the same fate. 

Meanwhile, in his mother's celestial house, Cupid lay groaning 
with pain. Venus, who was bathing in the sea, was told of his affair 
by a sea-gull, and furiously complained to her step-mother Juno 
and Ceres about what had happened; but they', in fear of Cupid s 
arroiiS's, tried to excuse him. Psyche, looking everywhere for her 
lover, came to their shrines for protection. But although they would 
have liked to help her, they dared not offend Venus. After announcing 
a reward for anyone w^ho could find Psyche, Venus—through her 
seiTi'ant Custom—soon tracked her down. After two of her other 
women, Anxiety and Sadness, had w'hipped the girl, the goddess 
leapt on her, tore her dothes to rags, pulled out handfuls of her hair, 
and shook her repeatedly^ 

Then she imposed a series of formidable tasks. First, before 
nightfall. Psyche must sort out an enormous heap of wheat, barley, 
millet, lentUs, beans and the seeds of poppy and vetch. ‘You look 
such a dr^dful sight, sbve,’ said Venus, ‘that the only way that you 
are ever likely to get a lover is by hard work*—and she fiew' off to a 
wedding-party, from which she returned at midnight, scented and 
slightly drunk. But Psyche, helped by an army of ants, had com¬ 
pleted her task. She was then set a sc«>nd and more dreadful task, 
of bringing Venus a piece of wool from some fiercely dangerous 
golden sheep on the bank of a stream. But this too, with the help of 
a green reed, she was able to achieve, and she brought Venus back 
a whole lap-full of the golden wool. 
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Yet even her performance of this second perilous Cast did not 
satisfy the goddess^ who frowned and told her with a cruel smile: 
‘Someone has been helping you again, xhat*s quite clear. But now I’ll 
put youi courage and prudence to a still severer test. Do you see the 
summit of that high mountain over there? You'll find that a dark- 
coloured stream cascades down its preetpitous sides inio a gorge 
below^ and then floods the Stygian marshes and feeds the hoarse 
River of Wailing. Here is a litric jar. Go off at once and bring it 
back to me brimful of ice-cold water fetched from the veiy middle 
of the cascade where it bursts out of the rocL'* Psyche was horrified 
by the fierce dragons guarding the stream, but Providence came to 
her aid and sent her Jupiter's eagle, which ow*ed Cupid a debt of 
gratitude for helping him carry Ganymede to heaven to be Jupiter's 
cup-bcaxer. With critical words for Psyche's sUly simplicity, the 
eagle took the |ar and induced the stream to give up its water. 

Declaring Psyche was a witch, Venus now bade her take a boi 
down to the Underworld itself, and hand it to Proserpiiu, with the 
request that the queen should put a little of her beauty inside the boi, 
and send it back for Venus; who had expended some of her own 
beauty in looking after her sick son, and needed furiber supplies for 
a theatre-party that evening, Psjcbc was now desperate, and went 
up a high tower, resolved to throw herself from its top and reach 
the Underworld by killing herself. But the tow'cr broke into speech, 
and dissuaded her, ‘Listen to me. The famous Greek city of Lace¬ 
daemon (Sparta) is not far from here. Go there at once and ask to 
be directed to Taenarus, W'hich is rather an out-of-the-way place to 
find. It’s on a peninsula to the south. Once you get there you'll find 
one of the ventUation holes of the Underworld. Put your head 
through it and you'll see a road running downhill, hut there'll he no 
traffic on it. Qimh through at once and the road will lead you 
slight to Pluto's palace. But don't forget to take with you two 
pieces of barley-bread soaked in honey water, one in each hand, and 
two coins in your mouth. 

When you have gone a good way along the road you'll meet a 
amtr ass oaded with wood, and its lame driver will ask you to hand 

im some pieces of rope for tying up part of the load which the ass 
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has dropped. Pass him by in silence. Then hiirn' foi^ard undl you 
reach the river of the dead, where Charon i^iU at once ask you for 
his fee and ferry you across in his patched boat among crowds of 
ghosts. It seems that the God Avance lives thereaboutsj because 
neither Charon nor his great father Pluto docs anything for nothmg. 
(A poor man on the point of death is expected to have his passage- 
feed ready; but if he can*t get hold of a coin, he isn*t allowed to 
achieve true death, but must wander about disconsolately for ever 
on this side of Styx.) Anyhow, give the dirty ruffian one of your 
coins, but let him take it from your mouth not from your hand. 

"WTiiic you are being ferried across the sluggish stream, the corpse 
of an old man will float by. He will raise a putrid hand and beg you 
to haul him into the boat. But you must be carefiil not to yield to 
any feeling of pity for him ; that is forbidden. Once ashore, you will 
meet three women some distance away from the bank. They will be 
Weaving cloth and wiU ask you to help them. To touch the cloth is 
also forbidden. All these apparitions, and others like them, are 
snares set for you by Venus; Her object is to make you let go one of 
the sops you are carrying, and you must understand that the loss 
of even one of them would be fatal—it would prevent your return 
to this world. They are for you to give to ^rberus, the huge, 
fierce, formidable hound with three heads on three necks, all 
barking in unison, who terrifies the dead; though of course the dead 
have no need to be frightened by him because they are only shadow's 
and he can^i injure shadows.’* After dealing wirh Cerberus, Psyche 
would be welcomed by Proserpina* But on her way back she must 
take care not to open or even look at the box* its treasure was not 
for her* 

All went well upon her dangerous quest, and she obeyed eii'cry' 
instruction, until she w'as on her return journey and had left ihe 
Underworld behind. But then, out of a foolish desire to have some 
of the beauty for herself, she opened the box; and at once she fell 
down in a fatal sleep, as if she w'crc dead. 

But Cupid, now recovered, came to rouse and rescue her, and 
Psyche was able to rise to her feet and deliver Proserpina’s present 
to Venus. Meanw'hile her lover pleaded with Jupiter, who sum- 
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moned die gods and goddesses to Council and told them Cupid had 
best stop roving and settle down with Psyche* Assuring Venus that 
this would be no disgrace for herself, he sent Mercury to bring 
Psyche up to heaven ^ and gave her a cup of nectar to make her 
immortal, and to keep Cupid, for all time, from flying away from her 
again* 

Then Jupiter ordered a great ivedding-banquer, at which, to the 
accompaniment of flute and pipe-music, the Muses chanted the 
marriage-hymn, and Apollo sang to bis owm lyre* And, as he sang, 
Venus performed a lively dance* 

So Cupid and Psyche were married i and their child was a daughter 
called Pleasure. 

2 Fairy-Starj 

Novelist, priest and popular philosopher, poet and devotee of Isis, 
lawyer and lecturer, the wTiter of this story Lucius Apuleius was 
bom at Madaurus (Mdaourouch in Algeria) in about AtJ 123. This 
w*as an epoch when the Roman Empire was profoundly at peace— 
Gibbon thought it the happiest period of the world's history—but 
was convulsed by spiritual and magical movements and excitements. 
The equivocal Apuleius was accused of magic: we possess his 
Apologia^ the exuberant tour de force with which he shadow-boxed 
against these charges. 

The transfoniiation of one Xucius’ into an ass {a theme perhaps 
adapted from some lost Greek nwcl) is recounted in his book the 
Metamorphoses^ of which the title consciously echoes Ovid (page 
375 )- Apuleius’ work has also been called The Golden Ass^ at least 
from the lime of St Augustine onw'ards* The book uniquely 
represents in Latin that *last child of the Greek genius’, the fictional 
genre which developed, from the first century BC onwards, into 
novels such as the Ninta Romance, But the Golden Ass is in a scin- 
tillatingly florid, fantastically un-Gccronian Latin—and is the only 
Latin novel that has come down to us complete* Many and x-aried 
are the ribald, hair-raising or mystic short stories that it contains, 
rather as Dostoevsky in the Brothers Karamazov likewise diversifies 
and enriches his main action by varied tales and dreams. 
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The longest and most elaborate of Apuleius’ stories is told in a 
robber's cave, by an. old cook, to the young bride Chariie while she 
is kidnapped and awaiting ransotn. This is the tale of the Fairy 
Bridegroom, Cupid and Psyi:h^. Strangely enough, there is no t^cc 
of theme in Greek or Latin literature until ApuleiuSn Possibly 
he had before him a Greek version, which is now lost; or perhaps 
he himself introduced the names Cupid (Eros = love) with Psyche 
(the soul) into the fairy-story* Or rather, this is not a single fairy- 
sTory, but a huge conglomeration of faiiy-siories and other folk¬ 
tales, many of them paralleled all over the w^orld {page Sa), Apuleius 
capacity for story-telling has made him one of the most remarkable 
of all literary intermediaries with the anthropologist's w'orld that 
lies only just below the surface of his narrative* 

The very first words of Cupid and Psyche let us know, by their 
fainillarity, that the sort of folk-talc with w'hich w'e are concerned 
is the fairy-story. Fairy-stories are easier to recognize than to define. 
They need not necessarily be about fairies, and relatively few' of 
them are* Nor should they be thought of solely in terms of those 
fluttering flower-sprites with antennae, devised for children w'ho 
often so cordially dislike them. J* R, R. Tolkien prefers to define the 
fairy-story as applying to Faerie, the Perilous Realm, powerful with 
magic of a peculiar mood and potency; magic designed to survey 
the depths of space and time, to hold communion with other living 
thmgs, to give effect to visions of fantasy, and to resolve them by the 
Sudden Joyous Turn which consoles with a happy ending. *In that 
land a man may (perhaps) count himself fortunate to have wandered, 
hut Its very richness and strangeness make dumb the traveller who 
would report it* And while he is there it is dangerous for him to 
ask too many questions * . *' 

The Odyssey had contained many unforgettable fairy-stories (page 
84), but not the most famous of them all—the Gndcrella tale, 
usually with two elder sisters jealous of the youngest. This comes 
to the modem w'orld through the Cabinet des F^es of Charles 
Pcrrault {1628-1703); but Apuleius had already given us a version 
in Cupsd and Psyche* *Once upon a time there lived a king and queen 
who had three very beautiful daughters*' Over nine hundred such 
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stories have been collected in many lands—and particularly^ though 
by no means exclusively^ in countries where the youngest child is 
the most favoured* In Italian} Indian and Norse renderings the wife 
(as in Apuleius) is tlircatcned by malevolent sisters. In a modem 
Greek variant they spread broken glass on the Ledge of the window 
through which the eagle-husband enters the house. In Albania^ 
Fatima is deserted by her sisters in a forest} but is looked after by 
thieves. In an Arab version the prince marries all three sisters, but 
the older ones do not keep their promises. They often, as here, 
offer insidious advice to their junior: in Mediterranean versions, for 
example, she is urged not to take the drink with which her husband 
drugs her, so that she may keep awake. JeaJousy enters into the stor>' 
in another way also, for Psyche suffers from the jealous persecution 
of her mother-in-law. Not only are bad relations with mother-in-law 
a familiar joke of west Europ^n low comedy, but peril at her hands 
is the theme of folk-tales from Australia, New Guinea, North 
America and Africa. 

In a great area, including northern Asia as well as AmeKca, there 
are tales of a girl visited by her unseen lover j the two are often 
equated with the moon and the sun. Frequent, also, is the mystic 
prohibition w'hich Psyche so disastrously disregards, upon the wife 
seeing her husband. In the words of Graham Hough, 

Where light was all forbidden 
My piying candle shone; 

Ah that he still lay hidden. 

My dark, my shining one. 

In Grimm s Singing, Soaring Lark’^, aa well as in other stories 
extending from Zululand to Wales, the veto is infringed as in 
Apuleius, and after many troubles the couple (of whom one, as here, 
IS usuaUy supematurd) arc reunited* This prohibition recalls the 
customs o the Iroquois who, like the ancient Spartans, only go into 
eir wives uis under cover of darkness; w'hile a Yoniba woman, 
mi itiona ^ prev'ented by modesty from seeing her husband’s 

^ u' often afraid of tbcir women seeing some 

particular thmg-not neecssarUy tbemsehi^s—or the men will dk.) 
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In the Rig Vtda, on the other hand, it Is Urvasi, a fairy, who visits 
Pnruravas, a mortal man, and mysteriously declares: *embrace me 
three times a day, but never against my will, and let me never see 
you without your royal garments; for this is the manner of 
\vomen^ 

Psyche, like the Ass in the Metamorphoses of which this story 
forms part, is a victim of curiosity^ Cupid forbids her to ‘answer 
any questions about him\ which recalls the many stories in which 
the wife may not give her husband^s name away. In Hindu and Ainu 
versions, this would kill him. Lohengnn orders Elsa not to divulge 
his identity; a Welsh fairy tells the heir of CorwTion not even to 
discover what her name is- The name is pan of the personality, not 
to be revealed for fear of subjecting its possessor to another’s control. 
These irrationaJ taboos survive today in many people’s sensitive 
feelings about the use, or peculiarity, of their names. This sort of 
veto can easily be rationalized and moralized into warnings about 
what happens to people who do not do as they are told, who arc too 
curious, and do not keep their mouths shut—a stock theme, incU 
dentally, of classical poetry (found in Simonides and Horace), easily 
traceable back to the need to avoid trouble in family and tribe- In 
particular there are many cautionary tales of wives’ indiscretions, 
such as the Celtic ‘Red and Black Bull of Norrow'ay*. And yet, in 
citing world-wide resemblances, it must be stressed that every story, 
though the same, is different: in colouring, atmosphere, and indi¬ 
vidual details. 

The declaration of Apuleius’ oracle, that the husband was to be a 
snake or dragon (like the oracle which ordered Andromeda to be 
exposed to the dragon, page 395), and the consequent belief of the 
wicked sisters that this is what Cupid really w^, may w'ell go back 
to an earlier version in which the prince had, in fact, been trans- 
formed into one of the lower animals, from which he regained his 
shape at night* The Naga, or snake race, in India have a story of the 
serpent taking human form, but keeping its owm forked tongue; 
again it was condemned to vanish if the wife asked questions* In 
other Indian (as w'cU as Zulu) versions, the husband only stems to be 
a snake, because he U magically sewai into a snake skin, from which 
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the girl rescues him. Keats* poem Lamia U adipted from a tale of a 
serpent-woman, going back to the Greek writer Plulostiatus ‘the 
Athenian* who lived not long after Apuieius. Indeed serpents were 
in fashion at this time—a lecherous quack-prophet Alexander of 
Abonutichus in Asia Minor established oracles and mysteries round 
a snake which he claimed was a new incarnation of the health god 
Asclepius (Aesculapius), But suakes played a vast part in ancicni 
folk-lore, and indeed, even today, there are snake-worshipping cults, 
for example in the southern United States (page 283). 

The story of Cupid and Psyche is one which, like many folk“tales, 
is profoundly penetrated by the belief in intercourse between men 
and animals (page 376). Aboriginal Australians are *of one flesh* with 
crow's, crayfish and wallabies; and in Puss ia Boats^ too, the animals 
are friendly. Psj'che, in common with a thousand others, has to 
surmount a series of labours, and she is helped by ants, who also 
(tc^ether with fishes and ravens) help the heroine in Grimm*s 
‘\\Tiice Snake*—and have been studied by Freud in relation to the 
insects who appear in dreams. In the collection of Indian stories of 
Somadeva Bhatta, it is bees who help the poor w'Ood-cutteFs 
daughter Tulisa—separated from the Prince of Snakes—to complete 
her task of collecting the scent of innumerable flow^ers; and it is 
squirrels who bring her jewels in exchange for seeds. Likewise, the 
Scottish folk-tale ‘Nicht, Nought, Nothing* tells of fishes obeying 
the request of the giant's daughter, and draining the loch. Perhaps 
in an earlier version of the Cupid and Psyche story her lover helped 
her with her labours, as in the Swedish ‘Wolf Prince*—the converse 
process to the w'inning of the Golden Fleece, in which Medea helps 
her lover Jason to accomplish the test he has been set (page 294). 


3 Allegory} 

Eros had already been named, nearly a thousand years earlier, as 
the all-powerful cosmic principle (page no), and this was also the 
^is of Plato’s discussions about love in the Symposium and the 
taedrus. Meanwhile the same god had been successively shown by 
scu ptofs as a handsome young athlete (Euripides endowed him with 
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bow and arrows),* a boy, and the fat child of the sentimenial 
Alexandrians. 

During the same period, the human soul, little more than a bird 
ox bat in Homer (page 94), had been elevated by the philosophers 
to a dematerialized div'ine being. The Fhn^dtus contains an inspired 
vision, or myth (page 20S), of souls journeying in chariots. By 
Plato*s time, ardsts had brought Eros and Psyche together: a relief 
at Istanbul shows them in quiet harmony* But then, in Hellenistic 
poetry and art, Eros (Cupid) turns on Psyche, and inflicts on her 
many tortures and labours. Paintings and gems shoiv her prostrated 
at his feet in supplication, or she appears as a butterfly tormented by 
a boy. Or as a girl wounded or in chains. The Greek poet most 
dedicated to Eros and Psyche is Meleager of Spian Gadara, who in 
the first century bc wTote a scries of exotic, graceful epigrams 
proclaiming the power of passion over the soul 

Here w'c have entered the realm of allegory; of stories and visual 
representations which mean, or are supposed to mean, something 
beyond what you see, something deceptively similar yet difierent, 
often of greater religious, moral or political importance. *1 dreamed 
and behold 1 saw’—though the unconscious or irrational levels of 
the mind may also throw' off allegories of their own, with no clear 
relation to ^important’ aims* 

The ancient love of personifications lent itself readily to allegory 
and interpretations of allegory* There arc traces of such deductions 
in Homer,’ and Hesiod’s description of Eros and other natural 
phenomena (page 105) in personified form suggests how', bter on, 
thoroughgoing allegoiy' could come about: indeed hts whole 
cosmogony can be described as a sort of quasi-philosophical allegory* 
Explicit interpretations of the myths on these lines arc at least as 
old as Theagenes (f* $25 Bc), who regarded the Homeric battle of the 
gods as a war of the elements, Apollo representing fire, Posidon 
water, and Artemis the moon* Heraclitus, too, turned the mj^ths into 
physical allegories. These early Ionian thinkers allegorized Homer 
because they thought they detected in what he said an important 
kind of truth—relating to the nature of the universe—w'hich did not 
appear on the surface of these tales. This is true in so far as the 
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themes of myths often suggest universal patterns of motivation and 
conduct* but not true in its supposition that these were already in 
the minds of their originators. The earJy allegorists* nevertheless* 
took the understandable* though unsdentiftc, step of assuming that 
the mythographers had chosen to express abstract truths in the form 
of parables. And this attitude was further developed by thinkers of 
the fifth centur}'. 

Although Plato criticized their interpretations, he too fell that 
there was no abrupt division betw'een mythical and physical explana¬ 
tions of phenomena. His own myths (pages 208, 419) are often 
allegorical; thus the Cave in his Repuhlk* is an imaginative pictute 
of human life and of what happens to the philosopher in its midst. 
Hellenistic Platonists and Stoics used allegory as a weapon for the 
preservation of traditional authority* and in the same way Jew's and 
then Christians declared the Old Testament to contain hidden 
meanings as well as its surface truth.*' 

Though myth is by no means alwrays allegory, allegory is nearly 
always myth, ^in the myth/ remarked Westcott, ‘thought and form 
come into being together. In the allegory the thought is grasi>ed 
first by itself, and is then arranged in a particular dress . . - The 
allegoiy' is the conscious w^ork of an individual fashioning the image 
of a truth which he has seized.^ The ancients, when they adopted 
the allegorical method, did so from tw'o motives—either because 
concrete stories (like the parables of Jesus) possessed greater attrac- 
tive, persuasive pow'er than abstractions, or because they believed 
that the myths contained a deep, instructive significance w'hich had 
been deliberately hidden by the wisdom of the early sages in order 
to prevent the great truths from passing into minds unworthy to 
receive them. 

The literatures of the world consist of an almost infinite series 
of nuances from plain mimesis and realism—dial is to say, a situation 
in which the theme is dominant and imagery' absent—all the way to 
that complete predominance of images which is allegory. But there 
are many gradations between these two extremes. First along the 
line from realism come wTitings in which there is some imageiy', hut 
It IS superficial and external to the main ideas. Then come, for 
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example, those plays of Shakespeare In which image and theme are 
elaborately fused, and works that personi^ cosmic events such as 
PitraJise Ust, Hesiod's Theogmy, and Gsmsis. Next are the free¬ 
style allegories of Ariosto, Goethe or Ibsen (and perhaps the s> m- 
bolic revelations of Blake, which are however visions rather than 
allegories); and finaDy, a>mpletc and continuous allegories such as 
Spenser's Facfy Queme or Bunyan's more explicit Pitgyim's Pfoggiis^ 
or, in our own day, the paintings of Orozco and ^kmann which, 
in the most thoroughgoing way, translate abstractions Into pictuio- 
languagc. 

A tale in which the chief characters are personified by names such 
as Cupid and Psyche lent itself to any and all of these nuances of 
allegory, and such intentions of a great many kinds have been attri-^ 
buted to Apuleius, Yet the indications of allegory in his faiiy-tale 
arc not very extensive. All that can be said, on internal evidence, is 
that the protagonists are given these significant names, that Psyche 
suffeis at the hands of Venus' slaves Custom, Anxiety and Sadness,^ 
that Sobriety h an enemy of Vcnus,‘^ that Psyche's child by Cupid 
is called Pleasure,« and tiac the animals who help her m her labours 
suggest the desire of all creation to stand well with love. 

Apuleius was no doubt familiar with Meleager s mythology of 
Passion and the Soul, and being also an eminent Platonic schoIar^ 
for that U how Sc Augustine (of Thagaste near by) desaibes him"^ 
understood the philosophical ramifications of this theme. Indeed 
the Metamorphoses as a whole, after their primary aim of entertain- 
tnent, contain a religious purpose, including as they do—in ooncrasi 
to badinage about Olympian ladies—a heartfelt eulogy of the 
Egyptian mother-goddess Isis, w'hose mystery religion led all other 
faiths in popularity at this dme. The whole work may, at Least to a 
subordinate degree, be regarded as a record of the journeys of the 
soul through carnal adventures into mysdc peace. Accordingly, this 
same allegorical purpose may have been present in Apuleius mind 
when he began work on that section of the Aietamorphoses which tells 
the story of Cupid and Psyche* But if so, he soon forgot this inten¬ 
tion, and allowed the folk-memories and his own brilliant narrative 
ability to take charge. 
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Not loQg afterw-ards^ however, Plotinus (ad 205-265/70) and his 
NeoplatonistSf in producing the complete^t philosophical system 
since AiistoLlc, gave a much more thoroughgoing interpretation to 
Apuleius^ storj', as symbolical of the human souPs quest for love. 
The age of allegory was well under way, and from now onwards, 
in literature of all sorts, even the most acute minds saw corres¬ 
pondences between sets of facts and ideas that seem to us unrelated. 
The Roman catacombs of Domidlla contain frescoes of Cupid and 
Psyche gathering flowers, and on pagan and early Christian sar¬ 
cophagi alike Cupid appears as the souPs hope of future life and 
posthumous happiness* Sometimes the lovers arc seen at work on 
the vintage, ‘the true vine* first of Dionysiac funerary an and then 
of Christianity, from which Psyche plucks the grapes that represent 
the happy afterlife. 

This is one of the points at which pagan myth merges into 
Christian symbolism. In art, as in literature, the early Christians 
were divided about classical mythology. Eusebius of Caesarea 
(f* AD 26o-3i|o) vaguely favours these traditions as forerunners of 
the Truth,whereas many other Christians denounced them as a 
diabolically delusive counterpart of the old Testament. In the 
Renaissance, again, Pico della ^lirandola (like Hblderlin two himdrcd 
years later) tends to the former mterpretation that this was ‘the 
theology of the ancients’, while church reformers took a much 
severer view, Milton, again, savv the myths alternately as Satanic 
deceptions and mystic vehicles of the truth* W, E* Gladstone, how¬ 
ever, w as content to regard them as a degraded form of Revelation. 

From the time of the early Fathers onwards the Goldm of 
Apuleius and his story of Cupid and Psyche figured prominently in 
such controversies* In the early Middle Ages even Virgil was scarcely 
regarded as a more powerful wonder-worker than Apuleius. His 
story of Cupid and Psyche was well known to Mardanus Caprila 
(f, AD 420) who, in a cumbersome Latin allegory, introduced the 
marriage of Philology and Mercury , in Imitation of the wedding of 
Apuleius lovers. At the end of the same century^ Fulgentius inter¬ 
preted Ps)che as lust, the wicked sisters as the Flesh and Free Will, 
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and Cupid as l>oth the Earthly and the Heavenly Love. After r. AO 
3ao there is a gap of two or three centuries in our knowledge of the 
MetamsTphoseSy our oldest manuscript (now in Florence) be'mg of 
the eleventh century. From then onwards allegory proliferated even 
more intensely, as the universal vehicle of pious expression, ^the 
bone, muscle and nerves of serious literature. 

But it was in the Renaissance chat Apuleius came into his own. 
Boccaccio did more than anyone else to make the Cupid and Psyehc 
known—adding a long allegorical interpretation. There were many 
editions of the whole work from 1469 onwards, and Raphael decor¬ 
ated the Villa Famesina with twelve scenes of the story. In the 
mid-sixteenth centuj)', w'hcn a revival of mythography greatly 
iniluenced artists, translations abounded, including in England the 
bright but inexact version of William Adlington {i 566). His rendering 
appealed to people^s love of gay, ebullient story'-tcUing, though the 
translator feels obliged to rjuote a higher aim: to utter and open the 
meaning of so sportful a jest... to the simple and ignorant, whereby 
they ma y not take the same as a thing only to Jest and laugh at but 
by the pleasanmess thereof be rather induced to the ^owledge of 
their present estate, and thereby transform themselves into the right 
and perfect shape of men.* Not long afterwards Francis Bacon, in 
the Wisdom of the Anfiants, warned against ^che commodity- of w it 
and discourse that is able to apply things well, yet so as was never 
meant by the first authors.’' Nevertheless he himself, as keen a 
latter-day ^mbollst of ’'pagan mysteries’^ as Botticelli or any ^hcr 
Renaissance Platonist, deduces from the myths an cftraordinary^ 
abundance of ^concealed instruction and allegory-, since parable 
has ever been a kind of ark, in w-hich the most precious portions of 
the sciences w-crc deposited'’ (Just as Robert Giavcs, in the White^ 
(Joddess, is one of those who uncodc ‘deliberately coded and jumbled* 
wisdom messages, claiming to recover forgotten events by the 
exercise of intuition or ‘analeptic thought). George Chapman too 
echoing figures of late antiquity such as the Emperor Julian and 
Sail ustius—wrote that 'learning hath delighted from her cradle to 
hide herself from the base and profane vTilgar* (1614). 

Then, after the Grand Siecif had made extensive use of the story 
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of Cupid and Ps>'c 1 ie for drauiadc rather than moralkuc reasons-'- 
the talc being retold by La Fontaine (1673) and mnumerable 
playi^Tights ranging from Moli^ and Calderon to the platitudinous 
Thomas Shadwell—allegory and secret messages returned to favour 
in the sy^mholic theor}' of Friedrich Creuzer ([&10). According to 
him, the priestly forerunners of the Greek and Latin writers had 
possessed a dim, grandiose conception of monotheism and other 
theological doctrines, and had set them forth in a series of symbols: 
namely the myths, of which (as Giambattista Vico had already said) 
the secret lessons about the human race and the world W'ere later 
misunderstood^ Creuzer has been described as ‘the first modem 
scholar to reduce mythology to something else^, and his :heor>', 
followed by suggestions that myths were *a disease of language^ 
(page iiS), has been called the death-blow to their true study. 

Soon afterwards, however, stories like that of Cupid and Psyche 
began to recover, among the poets, from the discredit in which these 
fantasies and the preceding Restoration banalities had deposited 
them. ‘1 hope,^ said Keats, T have not in too late a day touched the 
beautiful mythology of Greece, and dulled its brightness.^ Of all its 
figures, to him, none was more brilliant than Psyche, 

O brightest I Though too late for antique vows, 

Too, too late for the fond believing lyre, 

WTren holy were the haunted forest houghs, 

Holy the air, the water, and the fire; 

\ et even in these days so far retired 
From happy pieties, thy lucent fans 
Fluttering among the faint Olympians 
1 sec and sing, by my own eyes inspired. 

Elizabeth Barrett Browning and William Morris returned to the 
theme, and so (admitting to seventeenth-century' borrowings) did 
Robert Bridges m bis Erot and fisyAie (1885); though he can st^rccly 
have iKen pleased to hear from Gerard Manley Hopkins that his 
Eros is little more than a winged Masher, but Psvche is a success, 
a sweet httle “body^ rather than a “soul” \ 
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HE DIED FOR LOVE 


/ The Story of hero and leanDER Told by Mutaeus 

TELL, GODDESS, of iKc lamp, which was [he confidant of secret 
loving, and of the youth who swam by night to wed across the sea, 
and of his dark marriage upon which no daWTi ever shone. 

Sestus and Abydus are divided by the sea, but Eros united them 
with an arrow which struck the fair Hero and Leander. Leandcr 
lived at Abydus, and Hero at Sestus, where she dwelt in a tower 
outside the iowti with one old servant. Hero ministered to Aphrodite 
and to her son Eros, Yet even so she did not avoid the Iwy s shafts, 
for at a festival of Adonis she met Leander, and they fell in love ■mth 
one another. In the early evening twilight they stood, like iKaudful 
shapes carved upon a relief, and Hero listened to Leander s pleas, 
and was persuaded. She told him of her home, and he vowed to swim 
to her by night; she must light a lamp to guide his journey. 

They prayed for night to fall, and when it was dark and the lamp 
shone out, he came to her. 

His skin she bathed, and anointed his body fragrantly 

With oil of roses, to take away the harsh tang of the sea; 

Then in her bed, pded deep with rugs, laid him to 
rest, 

Still breathing hard, and drew him with fond words 
to her breast— 
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'Ah love so sorely tried as never lover yet, 

O dear and sore-tried love, the bitter waves forget 1 
Forget the booming breakers, the harsh, hsh-reeking 
brine, 

And rest thy wear)' body within these arms of mine!“ 

He hearkened^ then her girdle he loosened, and the 
will 

Of glorious-hcancd Cypris they turned thenx to fuJtlK 
A bridal it was where no man danced; no voice of 
minstrel praised 

Hera, Queen of Wedlock; no maTOage-h)'nin w'os raised^ 
Round that bride-bed no torches filled the night with 
flame, 

No revellers light^'footed w'hiriing about them came, 

Their bridal-song no father and wcll-lov'ed mother led— 

Nay, in Love’s crowning hour ’twas Silence strew'ed 
their bed 

And shut their marriage-chamber j ’twos Darkness 
decked the bride. 

And nigbi that gave them blessing.' 

And so they made love through many summer nights. 

But when winter came, and the sea grew stormy, Hero ought 
to have refrained from lighting her lamp. Yet love and destiny 
compelled her, and the fatal night arrived. Leandcr struggled with 
the waves, but his strength failed him—and Hero’s lamp w’as blown 
out by the w'ind. When the grey morning dawned, he still had not 
reached her tower. 

Evciy'where over the sea’s wide plains with straining 
eyes 

She searched for sight of him, lest perchance his way 
was lost 

When ^e light of her lamp W'os gone. And when she 
saw him dead, 

Tom by the rocks and lying at her tow'er’s foundation, 
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About her breast she tore the wondrous woven mantle 
And from the sheer crag plunged in hurtling headlong 
fall 

To find with her dead love a death among the vnaves^ 

And the joy of love together in lifers last separation 

2 Autumnal Tint 

The story of Hero and Leander is found among the folk-tales of ail 
Europe, including the Ukraine—as well as in an Egyptian love-lyric 
and in the Punjabi But this myth is a latecomer to extant classical 
litciature, its earliest known appearance being in the of 

Virgil,* who may have taken the theme &om some Alexandrian poet, 
possibly CallimachusH Then the lovers arc the subject of two 
successive poems in Ovid^s Hefoidfi- The first contains Leander s 
message to Hero, and descriptions of his journeys to her beneath the 
light of the moon. 

The billows gleamed with her reflected light 
Which clear as day illumed the silent nights 
No sound, no murmur to my ears there came, 

Save where the surface rippled as 1 swam *» .* 

Then Hero replies; she is impatient to enter the waves herself, were 
it not that the fate of Hellc (page 298) has shown that these waters 
are even less safe for wx)mcn than for men,* 

A Greek epigrammatist is one of many other poets who returns 
to the theme. 

Here it was once Leander crossed; here heals the 
swelling 

Strait that brought a lover—and her he loved— 
to dust, 

Here stands the ruined tower, that once was Heron's 
dwelling, 

Where of old she kindled the lamp that failed 
their trust. 
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Here, in one grave together, they lie—still crying 
in vain 

Against the wind that grudged them to each othcr’^s 
arms again.* 

The story is also depicted on frescoes at Porapetij on a mosaic and a 
relief found at Zaghaouan in Tunisia, and on coins of Abydus 
and Sestus, the towns at the beginning and end of Lcander^s legendary' 
journey. 

The present poem of 340 lines was written in Greek hy a certain 
Musaeus known as Grammaticus. He lived in the fifth or sixth 
cenu^ AD w'hen Rome had become an outpost of the Byzannne 
Empire or was beyond its borders; although Marlowe and Chapman, 
and Renaissance scholars such as Scaliger* believed that the poet 
had li>ed and written a millennium and a half earlier than his real 
date, and that he was the Musacus irvho is recorded as a mythical 
pupil of Orpheus. Scaliger also called his poem finer than Homer. 
But Musaeus shows little or no similarity to Homer in theme or 
manner. This is a story of love, a gracefully proportioned miniature 
epic uniting classic form with sjmpathetic feeling; and, as its 
translator J, A. Symonds (iSyg) noted, ‘with the warm autumnal 
^nc o decadence-^uch as may also be detected in a haunting 
fourth^icntuiy Latin hymn to Venus, the P^rvisilmm 
usaeus is nostalgic for young beauty and love, and his conceits do 
not spoil his firm clear brevity, a certain pathetic directness, an 
understanding of w hat it is to be lonely, and a knowledge of the sea^s 
ternbJe grandeur. 

In the thirteenth century the talc had become the Provencal story 
0 enc^ part of the troubadours* repertory. It was also, for many 
wnturics, t c stock feature of a thousand chap-booits. It appears in 
ante s and Chaucer planned to include ‘Erro* in his 

egen ^ o Good Women, Bernardo Tasso^s version inspired Juan 
Bosan s Ijandn y Hero (1543), which established in Spain [he 
genre of elaborate mythological poetry. In England, ‘Leander and 
eroes one is in cverj- mans mouth*—said Abraham Fraunce in 
159^—reaching its most vivid expression in an expanded version, 
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forming part of a longer poem, by Christopher Marlowe, one of the 
English poets who have made classical mythology their owii* His 
version embodies and transcends all the greatest qualities (as well as 
exhibiting most of the vices) of the Italianate tradition. Marlowe 
infuses into Musaeus^ quiet humanity something of the c^micism 
of Ovid- 

One is no number; maids arc nothing, then, 

Without the sweet society of men. 

But he also adds an exuberant voluptuousness which is his own, and 
which has earned the poem preference, for instance by Swinburne, 
over Shatespeare^s less warm and passionate Vhius and Advms* 
Symonds, though he underestimates Musacus’ sophistication, 
compares Marlowie’s melodious w^ork to ‘some radiant double rose, 
placed side by side with the wild briar whence it sprang by cultiva¬ 
tion', The poem by Marlowe wws completed and published after his 
death by Chapman, who later translated, or rather expanded, 
Musaeus himself at a length of i,6oo lines. But a contempoiary, 
Thomas Nashe, wTote a prose burlesque in his Prajse of tht Red 
Hcrfing (1599)*—one of the first of many such travesties—in which 
Hero comes upon Leandcr ‘sodden to haddock's meate*. Shakespeare 
repeatedly refers to the tale, and so do many other writers of the 
seventeenth and then of the eighteenth century. One suggests that the 
lover's adventures will soothe ‘a modem Belie of Taste'. Goethe, in 
1796, considered attempting a new poetic treatment of this sudden 
blazing up of love—instant fulfilment the only thought—^d the 
tragic ending that followed. 

In May iSio Lord BjTOn swam from Sestus to Abydus, taking 
just over an hour. !t is only one mUe and a quarter, but a two-knot 
current compelled him to swim four. However, Leander, he pointed 
out, swam even in December 1 whereas 

For me, degenerate modem wretch, 

Though in the genial month of May, 

My dripping limbs I faintly stretch, 

And think Fve done a feat today . ^ . 


429 


MYTHS OF THE GREEKS AND ROMANS 

*Twerc hard to say who fared the best : 

Sad mortals! thus the Gods still pla^e you! 

He lost his labour, I my jest; 

For he was drowned, and I’ve the ague. 

Yet three years later he chose the place to which he swam as the 
scene of his professedly escapist Turkish Talc’, The BriJe ofAhydos. 

A picture of Leander on a gem was the subject of a sonnet by 
Keats (t8t6-i7), which shows his gift for the indirect description 
of a work of art. The tintielessness of the tale also appealed to Leigh 
Hunt: 

I never think of poor Leander’s fate 

And how he swam and how his bride sat late, 

And watched the dreadful dawning of the light, 

But as I would of two that died last night. 

So might they now have lived and so have died: 

The story’s heart, to me, still beats against its 
side. 

And another in whose soul the pathetic story struck a chord was 
A, E. Housman: 

By Sestos town, in Hero’s tower, 

On Hero’s heart Leander lies; 

The signal torch has burned its hour 
And splutters as tt dies. 

Beneath him in the nighted firth, 

Between two continents, complain 
The seas he swam from earth to earth 
And he must swim again. 
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SOME ADDITIONAL MYTHS 


AEAOJS, son of Zeus and the njinph Aegiiia, father of Telamon and Pckus. 
WTicn the population of the island of Acg^na died in a plague, Zeus turned 
ants {Mjrtvtikts) into human beings to replace them. They were called 
Myrmidons, the name of the subjects of Peleus and Achilles, 

AMPHION and ZEiHUS, SOUS of 2 ^us and Aniiope (the god’s seduction of 
her was painted by Watteau and others), avenged her capture at Sicyon 
by Lycus of Thebes by having Lycus’ wW Dirce dragged to death by a 
bull (the subject of the largest e^nt classical sculpture group, at Naples). 
Amphion and Zethus built the walls of Thcbcs, the stones being raised 
by Amphion’s power as a harpist. 

arethusa, a nymph lovttl by the river god .Alpheus and turned by Artemis 
into a fountain at Syracuse (Shelley’s Arethusa). Portrayed on magniheent 
Syracusan coins* 

ASCLEPrus (Latin: Atseulaptus), son of Apollo and Coronls, brought up 
by the Centaur Ghtron, slain by Zeus for restoring to life Artemis* 
favourite Hippolytus; worshipped as god of medicine. 
hellerophdn, son of GUucus and grandson of Sisyphus, lived at the 
court of Proetus of Argos, whose wife Anteia loved him. Proctus sent 
Bellerophon to his father-in-law lobates with a w'ritten request that 
lohates should lull him. Bellerophon was therefore sent apinst the 
Chimaeni (a monster with the head of a lion, the body of a goat and the 
tail of a dragon) which he slew with the help of the winged hoist Pegasus, 
He then defeated the Amazons. But he b^me hated of the gods. The 
subiect of a lost play of Euripides. 

Busifus, son of Fosidon and king of Egypt, was accustomed to sacriiioe 
^TsitOfS to Zeus; but he was slain by Heracles during ihc latter’s quest for 
the golden apples of Hespcridcs. 

CADMUS, son of Agenor of Tyre, brother (or according to anothet %Yrsion 
uncle) of Europa, uncle of Minos, Founded Thcbcs by sowing dragon's 
teeth from which armed warriors arose. Sec also Ch. lO, 

CASTOR and POLYDEUCES (Poltux), ihc Dioscuri, sons of Leda, rhe former 
(like Helen) by Zeus in the form of a swan, the latter by Tyndareos, 
Worshipped as protectors of seamen. Said to have led the Roman army at 
Lake Re^us (496 bc). 

CEOtOPS, legendary ancestor or first king of the Athenians. 

CLorao, lACHESis and ATROPCS, thc Fates (Moirai, Pareae), daughters of 
Night; or of Zeus and Themis, 
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CYBEi^ the Asiatic Great Moihcr, worshipped e^pecbllv at Pc^iniis m 
Galatia j identihed by ihc Greeks with Rhea. Her youtHTuJ consort was 
Attis. 

DAPHNEj rivcr-njinph (Naiad), daughter of river Peneus (or Ladoo)^ loved 
by Leucippus disguised as a woman (who was slain by the nymphs) and 
by Apollo, who at her request changed her into a bay-tree. The subjeci 
of many paintings. 

DRYADS (or H-AMADHYADs), the nymphs of trees. 

£G£RJA, Roman goddess of fountains and childbirth. \Tsited hy King 
Numa Pompilius by night. 

ENDVMION, the most beautiful of men, loved by' Selene (the Moon)t Father 
of AetoluSj the hero-founder of Aetolia. (Drayton’s EtsJmiifn and Phoebe 
SMK Keats’s Endjmhn (i S18).) 

EOS {Aur 6 rii)f goddess of dawn^ sister of Helios (the Sun), daughter of 
Hy'perion (the last of the Titans, dethroned by Apollo, the subject of a 
poem by Keats) and Thea. Loved by Tithonus, she bore him Memnon, 
for whose slaying by Achilles she shed tears in the form of dcw% 
ERECHTHEUS, legendary’ king of Athens, son of Gaea (Earth), was brought 
up by Athene. He sacrificed his daughter Chthonia, by Consent of her 
mother Praxithea, in order to repwl invasion by Eumolpus the Thracian, 
and was destroyed with his fanuiy by Posidon - TTie subject of tragedies by 
Euripides and Swinburne. 

ERicHTHON'rus, oftcu confused with Ereehtheus, as whose grandson he is 
also sometimes regarded. Erichthonius is also said to be son of Hephaestus 
and Gaea (Earth). As a child he was placed by Athene in a chest a nd given 
to the there daughters of Cecrops. The two eldest, disobeying a prohi¬ 
bition against opening the chest, went mad (on seeing he had snakes for 
feet) and threw themselves from the Acropolis. 

EUROPA, daughter of Agenor king of Tyre. Zeus in the form of a bull 
sw^ with her on his back to Crete, where she gave birth to Minos, 
Rhadamanthus and Sarpedon. Gauguin is one of nunv who have painted 
Europa and the bull. 

GALAT^ a Nereid, loved by Ads whom, when his rival Polyphemus had 
c^hed him under a nock, she transformed into a river—the theme of 
Gay a libretto for Handel’s Aeh and Galatea. 

HERMAPHRomtus, son of Hcmnes and Aphrodite, loved by the nymph 
Salmacis and merged with her as halLman, half-woman. 

HESTtA (V«ta), daughter of Cronus and Rhea ; goddess of the hearth, 
mentioned in all Ubatioits and prayer. 

ic«, son of Apollo and of Creusa daughter of Erechiheus; exposed in 
in ncy and later (after his rescue by Hermes) accepted by Xuthus (wife 
oi i^jeusa) as his own son, but menaced by Deusa (who believed him 
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Xuthus' bastard) luitil Aibene intcncncd; ancestor of the looiians. See 

fxiON of Thessaly, after being ejccused by Zeus for murdcfifig h^ faihcr- 
in-law Eioneus, acicmptcd the virtue of Hera, begetting the C^taufs 
(cff their father) on a cloud which Zeus had made to rBcmble her. He was 
bound to an cver-tuming wheel In the undc^wld. 
uiOMEDON empb^xd Apollo and Poadon to build the of Troy, but 
refused to pay them. He averted the sacrifice of his daughter H^ionc to a 
sea-monsier-^nt by Posidon-by enrolling Heradcs. Laomedon, how¬ 
ever, then cheated Heracles, who captured Troy lod gave Hesione to 
Telamon of Salamis, 

UEDA, daughter of Thesrius king of Aetolia, wife of 1 ixda™, mother of 
the Dioscuri (ree cantor), Helen and Qytemnestra. Her sedurtion by Zeus 
in the form of a swan, depicted by Michelangelo and many others, w as one 
of W. B. Yeats' most important symbok 

A shudder in the loins engenders there 
The broken wall, the burning roof and tower 
And Agamemnon dead. 

MAUSVAS. aiyt-god of river in Phtj-gin, ehnllrngcd Apollo lo a comest on 
and ol bring judgod 1 «« by rhe Mu^ ned by ApoUo ro a 
tree and flayed alive^ A favourite theme of sculptors. 

NAiaos, nymphs of springs, rivers and lakes. 

NioBE, daughier gf Tantalus, mother of seven soio and seven dao ght^ , 
boasted of her suporioritv oo this account to Leto. So Lctos offepnng 
.ApoUo and Aitemis killed Niote’s children with amws »n<i their 
mmher, weeping, turned into a colnmn of stone on Mount Sipylus tn 

a nymph of Mount Ida loved by Paris before he met Helen, 
When wounded by Philoctcics he sought her help, too late. Tenuysan s 

Oetfcw is her lameiit when Paris deserted ^ , . , * * ^ 

PAN son of Zeus or Hcrtnes, god of flocks and shepherds, mvented the 
seven-reed pipe and named it after the nymph Synnx who had turned into 

a reed in order to escape him. ^ ti ■ j-u , 

PARIS, son of Priam. In addition to the stones told m Oi. i, he had 
(according to a story unknown to Homer) called the Trojan War bj his 
Judgement (depicted bv many pimiers, including Lucas C^nach and 
Renoir). At the wcddingTcasi of Pcieus and 

Athene and Aphrodite all claimed a golden ippk msm^d for the ^ 
beautiful', which Erb (Strife) had thrown down The decision was reft^d 
to Paris, Che handsomest of men. Hera 

victo^n war, but Paris awarded the apple to Aphrodite who offered him 
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the loveliest woman; and with her help he carried off Hekn. In laie 
antiquicj^ the storj' was interpreted 22 an elabotate allegory. 

PHAEDR.V, daughter of Minos and wife of Theseus, made misucxe^riiJ 
advances to Hippolytus, son of Theseus and the Amazon Hippol^na. and 
hanged herself after writing a denundation of Hippolyms as her seducer. 
Invoked by Theseus, Posidon sent a monster to ftighten Hippohtus^ 
holies so that he was dragged to death. The subject of plays by Euripides 
(Hippoljtus), Seneca and ^cioe (1677). 

PK\£moN, son of Helios (the Sun) and Ojincne, drove his ftthcr^s 
chanot, but the hoises bolted. To prevent the earth from being burnt up, 
Zeus hurled a thunderbolt at Phaethon, and he fell into the Po. His sisteis 
turned into poplars, and their tears became amber. Another Phaethon was 
the San of Eos and Gcphalus. 

PHiLocriTES, sonof Poeas, inherited Heracles' bow and arrows, by which 
^ne, as Hdenus rescaled, Troy could be taken. Healed bv Machaon 
^m a wound m the foot (Inflicted by a snake In a shrine), PhiJoctetes was 
fetched! back from Lemnos, and shat Paris with a poisoned arrows The 
theme of a play by Sophocles. 

PHILOMFJ.A, daughter of Pajidion of .Athens, was seduced by her brothcr- 
in-bw Tercus of Thrace, and avenged by her sister Procne, W'ho killed 
her owu son It>:s and served up the flesh to her husband. Teteus was 
^med Into a hoopoe, and Philomeb and Procne into swallow and night¬ 
ingale respectively (or vice versa). 

PlKlTHOus, a Lapidi, son by Zeus of Iiion's wife Db, Pirithous' wedding- 
f^i with Hippodamb was the scene of a battle between the Centaurs, who 
^cd to cany' her off, and the Lapithae. Theseus and he descended to 
Hades in an attempt to abduct Persephone. 

^lADES, the seven daughters of Atlas and Plcionc, w-erc pursued by 
Onon, the Boeotian gbnt and hunter, and he and thev were turned into 
consteUations. 

wocRis, ^ughter of Erechtbeus, WTiS jealous of her husband Ccphalus 
(loved by Eos) and hid in a bush while he was hunting. Ccphalus, thinking 
she was an animal, hurled his spear and killed her. Her death was painted 
by Pierq dc Cosimo and othets. 

PTROOtt^ of Eleusis used to lay visitors on a bed and, if this was too 
short for them, cut off their Hmbs accordingly; while if they were shorter 
than the he stretched them until they fitted. He was kiUed by 'Hitseus. 

SCYLLA (1) daughter of Phorc>s and Hecate; loved by Posidon and turned 
into a devounug monster (at the straits of Messina) by her rival the 
Nereid (seaHiymph) Amphitrite. 

(j) daughtCT of Nisus king of Megara; in love with Minos of Crete who 
was besieging her etty, she treacherously cut off her whUt^atred lather’s 
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purple loct which guaranteed hb safety. Megan fell, and Minos dragged 
^ hthind his ship. She was turned into a sea-bird, the 
C/rir^ title of a Latin poem of tuiLnown authonhipi For her seduction by 
a bribe of gold bracelets, see above, page 559. 

stLiNtJS, a SatiT (with horsc*s tail, or goat*® legs), son of Hermes or Pan, 
companion of Dionysus. 

srsvPHtiS, king of Cormth^ sun of Aeolus, was the mosr cunning of human 
beings. But he was condemned for variously described misdeeds to roll 
a large stone cicmally up a hill in Hades; when it reached the top, it 
always rolled down again. 

TANTALUS, father of Pelops and Niobc. Either because he ser^'ed his son’s 
flesh to the gods, or because he stole their nectar or dUclosed their secreis, 
he Was condemned to eternal punishment in Hades. He sat for ever in a 
pool of water which receded when he tried to drink ftom it, under 
fruit branches which he could not reach; or his punishment was to have a 
huge boulder suspended over his head so that he could not enjoy the feast 
SCI before him. 

TELEPiIUS, Son of Heracles and ting of the M^^sians. Wounded by Achilles, 
he was told by the E^Iphic oracle that the man w'ho had inflicted the blow 
must heal him; and rust from Achilles^ spear at Troy cured the abound ► The 
subject of a (lost) play by Euripides, mocked for its rcaJism by Aristophanes- 
teucer. Called this (= Trojan) because hts mother Hesione was daughter 
of Laomedon. His father was Telamon, king of SaLamis, and his half- 
The gteaEtst Greek archer before Troy, he was subsequently 
banished from his nad\'ic city (as haring caused his brother's death), and 
founded Salamis in Cyprus. 

TiTHONUs, son of Laomedon and brother of Priam, Eos (Ehtuii), whose son 
by him was Memnon, begged Zeus to make Tiihonus immortal, but 
omitted to request eternal youth for him; so he shrivcIJed up and became a 
mere voice—or was turned into a grasshopper. 

TiTYUS, a giant, son of Gaea, killed by Apollo and Artemis for attempting to 
rape their mother Leto, He was condemned to lie bound in HadeSj while 
two vultures fore at his Iivcr» 

vtRGINiA, daughter of a Roman oenturion, who stabbed her to death 
rather than allow Appius Gaudius, one of the ten ruling legislators 
^ecemviis), to assign her (for his own purposes) to one of his dependants. 
Retold by Petrarch and by Chaucer in the Ddaor'f Tak. 

^PHYRLis, one of the ivinds, children: (except Eitrus) of Astraeus and Eos. 
odarge (one of the Harpies) gave blnh, bv Zephynis, to the horses of 
M (Favonius) is the West Wind, BOreas (Aquilo) the 

orth (rather of Zetes and Calais), Notus (Austcr) the South, and Eiinis 
the (unfavourable) East or South-east wind. 
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A BOOK list on Greet and Romm m>-th5 presents a difficult problem 
because the subject can be, and has been, approached limn so many mdt y 
difFering points of view. Here I shall suggest the names of certaui bwts 
(and a very few articles) in the English language which leprsent these 
various standpoints. The restriction of the list to English is m the interats 
qf brevity and does not, of courscj imply depreciation of wort published m 

other languages. „ » 

The most reliable general accounts of the myths are H. J. Koses 

HanJhok of Greek Myrhol^ {mluJks ifs exteaMti to ^th ed., 

1958) and Gods and Heroes of the Greeks {i%ll R Pbsier ^ Greek Gads and 
Heroes is a^ilable in an English version (1961). Robert Graves book on 
The Greek Myths (1955) info^ation but also of oonjecturca. 

The completcst ancient survey is The Likary attributed to a^pollodoms, 
translated and introduced by J. G. Frazer (igzijt ^ 

There arc excellent shorter accounts m C M* Bowra s /Af 
Experience (1957) =nd W. K. C Guthrie*® The f 

the Greeks {Camhridse Ancient History, znd ed., Vol Ib XU igbij, 
note also H. Jr Rose's Modem Methods m Ciasstcaf MytHoIost 
RB.Parkes,CoiJrfn</^fffl(i 9 to^ 

On Greek religion see the various works of M. F. Nilsson, \V K. U 
Guthrie, H. J. Row, E. ^t^bde, A. W. 

Seltman; and on Roman religion those of A. D. No^, W. irde Fot^ler, 
H. T. Rose and F. Altheim. E. O. James, The Anctent Gods{j()^), compars 
ancient religious; see too S. G. F. Brandon, Man and hst Desmy m the 
Great Relimns (tgbz). There arc general outlines of Greek literamre oy t u 
1 Rose T B G. Webster, M, Hadas, H. G Baldry* etc., and of Laim 
Literatilre by J. W. Mackail, J, W. Duff, H. J. Rose, W, A, LaidUw, 

M. Hidas and M. Grant. . * , . imr , 

Important studies of Greek thought include those of \K . Jac^r, 

(1046), E. R. Dodds, The Creeks and the Irrational R. B. O^ians, 

The Origins of European Tkonghi 2nd ed. 1954)* SneO, The 

Discovery of the Mind ( 1953 )’^ , , ■ 

'ITiere has in recent years been much discussion 
of mvth, notably by E. Cassirer, Essay on Man (1944),^ Myth of the 
State (1946) and The Philosophy of Symbohe Forms I! (1955), and m 
several v^aluablc collections of articles by vyioi^ authors:- G T Bleet 
(ed.). Proceedings of the Seventh Congress for the History of Rehgtons at 
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Arnstirdam {1951^ T. A. Scbeot (ed-). Myth: A Sym^iitan <1955, 
republished 1958), H. A. Murray {ed.). Myth and Mythmaking and 

S. Diamond (cdj, Culturem Histary, Essays k Honour ofF. (i960). 
S« also T. H. Caster's edition (1961) of Sir James Frazer's Gotdfn Bttugh. 

Part I (The Heroes of Homes), On the myths and legends of the Iliad 
see Q W, Blegen, Troy {Cambridge AtKtfnt History, and cd., Vols. [I, 
1961)^ C M* Bowra, Tradition and Dr sign k thr Iliad (195a), Heroic 
Poetry (i95^)v *^d Homer and hh Forerunners (1955), E. Ehumaik^ 
The Idea of God m Homer (1935), J. Forsdyte, Greece before Homer (1956), 
J, L, Myres, Hotner and his Critics (1958), M. P. Nibson, Homer and 
Mycenae (i953)p Tbe Atinoan-Mycenaean Reli^^on (ind ed.,, 1950)^ The 
Mycenaean Origin of Greek Mytholt^ D. L. Page, History and 

the Homeric Iliad (i960), Lord Ragjan, The Hero (1936), H. V. Routh, 
Cod, Man and Epk Poetry {1927), A. M. Young, Troy and her Legend 
(1948), A. J+ Wace and F. Stubbings (ed.), A Companion to Homer 
(1962), G- S, Kiri:, Songs of Homer (1962). See also Q Surr, The Origks 
of Greek Ckilization 

On ihe Odyssey there is VV* J* Woodhouse, Composition of HomePs 
Odyssey (1930), W. B, Stanford, The Ulysses Theme (1954), D. L, Page, 
The Homeric Odyssey (1955), M. 1 . Finiey, The World of Odysseus (1956). 

Discussions on folk-tales are provided by W, R. Hallidiy, Greek and 
Raman Folklore (1927) and Indo-European Fij/jtrijJjrj and Greek Dgend 
0933 )> K. Carpenter, Folk-Tale, Fiction and Saga in the Homeric Epics 
Srith Thompson^ The Folktale (1946) and Myths and Folktales (10 

T. A. Sebcok, Alyth: A Symposium, 1955), 

For thq eastern liidcs of the Homeric mjlhs see T, H, Caster, The 
Oldest Stories k the World (1952), T. J, Duohabin, The Greeks and their 
Neighbours (1957), G. R. Levj, The Sword from the Rock (1953), 
W. a Lambert, Babylonian Wisdom Literature (i960), N. K. Sandai^, 
The Epic ofCilgamesh (i960), S. G. F. Brandon, The Epic ofGilgamesh 
(in History Taifffljf, Jan. 1961), S. N. Kramer, Sumerian Aiythology 
(For the Himians and Hittiies, see under Part IL) 

Apotxo, Demeter). The Tkeogony of Hesiod is discussed 
hy K Sulmscn, Hesiod and Aeschylus (1949), F. M. Comford, A Ritual 
Basis for Hesiods Theogony (in The Untpristen Philosophy, 1950), N. O. 
Br<yAn, Hesiods Theogony {j^^2}- On iu\'Dcatk>ns note C, M. Bowra, 
Inspiratton (193^) snd Inspiration and (1935), 

^ B. Cw!c, Zeus (1914-40), contains an immense storehouse of maienal 
and theories, for the Caxatioo myths see W, IC C Guthrie, In the 
(1957) and, for the Hiurian-Hittitc analogues of the Theogony, 
L. U, Barnett, J he Epic of Kimarhi and the Theogony of Hesiod {In jhumal 

446 


NOTES FOR FURTHER READING 

tfIMInk StuJits, 65 (194s). PP- •“ f-). P- Wilwt (in ClssktlQuarltrlj/, 

49 { ,956), p. 199), O. R. Gumey, r** ( 3 fd ed. , 1961). 

The Homeric Hymns are edited with commentary- by T. W. Allen and 
E. E. Silcs (1^4). The Delphic part of the Hjfmn to ( 111 ) « 

cipUined by H. W. Parke* Tht Iklphk Oracle (2iid ed., with D. E W 
Women, 1956) and J. Fontenrose, Pjihon: a Study a/Dclphtc Myth 
(1960). For the Elcusinian background of the Hymji to Daneier ( 11 ) ^ 
G. E. Mylonas, Eltusit and the Eleasman Mysterks (1961)* and for 
controversies oonoeming the Earth Mother E, Neumann, The Great 
Mother (1955), S. von acs-Rcden, The Realm of the Great Goddess 
Er 0 , James, The Cult of the Mother-Goddess (1959), and J. Mannger, 
TheGodsofPTehhtoricMaa{i^). 

For the psychoanalyst’s approach see bdow on Parts II I-V, and tor the 
anthropological contribudon (among many other works), R. R. Marctt 
(ed.), Anthropoid and the Classics (1908), B. Malinoft^ki, Myth m 
Primithe Psychology (1926) and Magic, Science and Rehgwn (194S), etc 
J. Campbell, The Hero mith a Thousand Faces {1949), A. M, Hocart, 7Af 
Life-Ghing Myth (1952), E. O. James, The Nature and Funetjon of Myth 
[in Folklore, 1957), E. W. Count, Myth as World View (S, Diamond (ed.). 
Culture in History, i960), C Klnckhohn, Anthrapologf and the Llasstcs 

(*961)- ^ I J 

On the relation of myth to ritual an enormous recent hteraturo includes 

T* H. Caster, Thespis {1950). S. H. Hookc (ed.), Myth, Rdual and Ksug^ 
ship (1958), E. O. James, Myth and Ritual in the Anamt Near East (i9SW). 
Lord Raglan, Myth and Ritual, and S. L Hyman, The Ritual View of 
Myth and the Mythie (both of these in T Sebeok (ed,), A 

Symposium, 1955); sec also, on the literary application, John Holloway, 
The Story of the Night (1961), Appendix B. 'Hic theme is applied 10 
ChristianitY by- E» James, Christian Myth and ifritio/(i 933 ) A, ► 
Watts, Afj'fA and Ritual in Christianity and ftn- wider dbcussions of 

the Christian storv the reader is referred to the writings of R, BiJtmann 
and to I. Heode^n, Myth m the New Testament (1952), L. ^^^vcl, 
The Christian Message and Myth (195S)- G- Widengren, Myth and Hsstory 
m Israelite-fewish Thought (S. Diamond (ed.). Culture tn History, 

J. Macquarrie, The Scope of Demythologtedng (i960), H. \\ > liinsch (ed,), 
Kergyma and Myth I (1954) and 11 (1961), Kabner, Greek Myths and 
Christian Mystery (1961), S. M. Ogden, CAriff Without Aiyth (1962). 
Parts Hi to V (Myth in Gfieo: Tragedy). The phys described in the 
text are: Aeschylus, Agamemnon, Choephori {The fJ^tion-Bearert), 
Eumenides, Prometheus Sound i Sophocles, King Oedipus, Antigone-, 
Euripides, Akestis, Baeehae. On Aeschylus sec the edition ofthe/^^llJ™^'fl 
by j. D. Dennision and D. Page (i 957 )t ^ H. Wcir Smy-th, Aesehylean 
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Tragfdy (1924)^ F* Histod anJ Afs^hylas (1949)^ M- I. Finlc>', 

Phuior ^nd Aeschylus {1955)^ G. Thomson^ Aeschytas and Atheni ( [948). 
For Sophocles jC H, Whitman, 1939), C M. EtmiTa, 

Tragedy (1944), A. J. A- Waldoct, Soyhocles /A<r Dramatist (1951}» J- X 
Sheppard, The Wisdom of Sophocles On Euripides there are editions 

of the Akestis by A. M. Dale (1954), and of the Baechae bv E. R. Dodds 
(1944); G. Murray^s Euripides and his Age (1913), G. M. A. Grubc, The 
Drama 0/ Euripides (1941), BlaiklocL, The Male Characiers of Euripides 
E. GreenMiOod, af Eutipidean Tragedy (i9i3i)- For 

general accounts of the tragic drama see H, D. F. Kitio, Greek Tragedy 
(* 939 i ^''d cd. 195^)1 O. W* Lucas, Creek Tragic /’iw/i(i95o). 

Speebi aspects relevant to die m>tbs are dealt with by H. J. Tmstoti, 
Poine (1923)1 }■ A. k, Thomson, frony (1937), P. H. Fnxj Romance and 
Tragedy (1922)^ W. C Grcctic, Moira: Ease, Good and Evil m Greek 
Thought (1944), A. iVL G. Littlcj Myth and Society in Attic Drama (1942}, 
R. Payne, The Wanton Nymph (1951) (= Huhris: A Study of Pride, i960), 
D- D, Raphael, The Paradox of Tragedy (i960), I. Finley, Pindar and 
Aeschylus (1955), Kerenvi, Prometheus (1946), E. V'andvik, 
Promethem of Hesiod and Aeschylus P. Ratlin, The Trickster (1956), 

B. M Knoi, Oedipus at Thehes {1957), J. C Opstelten, Sophocles a^ 
^ek Pessimism (1952), E. M. Waiib, The Hereuleatt Hero (1962). E. R. 
Dodds, The Greeks and the ItTtiJiottal (1951), is valuable for the Bacchae ', 
so IS P. Wilmington^Ingram, Eiaipides and (1^948). 

For psychoanalysis and myth sec numerous translations from S, Freud 
(including Psychology of the Unconscious^ English ed-, 
1916), k. Abraham, Dreams and AlyrAi (1909), O. RanL, The Myth of the 
Ekth of the //era (1909, EugiLsh eds., 1914,1952), G. Roheim, The Oedipus 
Complex, Atagic and Culture (in Psychoanalysis and the Social Sciences, 
II, T950), Thomas Mann, Essay on Freud (1936), D. Eggan, The Personal 
(jseofMyth in Dreams A. SebeoL (ed.). Myth: A Symposium, 1955), 
" Myth and Guilt (1960)^ C. G, Jung and K. Kerenvi collaborated 
in Essays on a Science of Mythology {1951). 

P^T VI (Heroic Semichers: ApoUjOneus, Virgil, Lut). Apollonius 
Rhodius, Argoftauiica: J, W. Mackail, Lectures on Creek Poetry, new ed^, 
PP'^^9“72, J. R. Bacon, The Yoyage of the Argo (1925). 

Lta V irgil, in addition to general surveys of Latin literature cited at the 
^nning, W. F, Jacbon Knight, Roman Yergtl{if^l C. M. 

From Ytrgfl to Mil/on (1945), W. Y, ScUar, The Roman Poets of the 
Augustan Age; Ytrgtl (2nd ed., iSSj), M. R, RidJev, Studies in Three 
literatures (1961). The myth of Orpheus and Euiy diec, in VijgiFs Fourth 
commented on by E. Ehmnark, Some Notet on the Greet 
rp us ra stion (S. Diamond (ed.), Culture in History, 1960). Orphism 
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is ducussed by W. K. C. Guthrie, Orpheus and Greek Rehgim 
reprinted 1952) ^ifid i- Mr Linferthj The Arts ofOrphna (1941 
The story of Orpheus raises qucsilorLS oonccmmg the relation of myth 
to literature and poetry which are dealt with by F. C, Presoort, Fwtrj^ ujtd 
Myth (1927), R. Chase, {19+9), ^ W. Gomme, The Greek 

Attitude te Poetry avJ History (] 9 S 4 )r Chrisdansen, Myth, Metaphor 
and Simile, and P. WhedwTight, The Semantk Approaeh to Myth (both 
these in T. A, Sebcot (ed,). Myth: A Symposium, 1955), C S. Leys, An 
Experiment in Critkism E- Sewell, The Orphic Voice (1961), B. 

Snell, Poetry and Society (1961)1 C. M. Bowra, Primitive 5 ^^ (1962). 

'Hie visit of Aeneas to the Underworld is told in the SLcth Book of the 
edited with commentaty by F, Fletcher (1941. 4 ^ cd., 1955)- 
Comparisons with other adtures are provided by W. F. Jackson K^ght, 
Cumaean Cates (193^6) and G. R, Lc^y, The Gate of Ht>^ 

Melanesian analogies see Layard, Stone Men of Malekulit {1942). Uie 
religious background in general is sumyed by C Bliley, Reiigton m 
Virgil (1935), as well is the other w riters on Roman religion given it the 
beginning of this lisL B. Brophy, JJarir Ship to Heti (1962), starts as an 
attempt to psychoanalyse the nnijth of the underworld. 

There are recent discussions of Uvy by R. SjTnc, Lhy and Aug^tm 
(in Harvard Studies in Classtcat Phiiobgy, LXlV, 1959) and R G. WaJs^ 
Livy: hk Historkal Aims and iMetkods (1961). For the relation of n^h, 
legend and history-^hc problem of Livy’s earlier boob—see D. Coi, 
History and Myth (1961), ind (citing comparable instances), G. E. Daniel 
(edO, Myth or Legen£ (1955)- G. M. Trevelyan introduces Macaulays 
Lays of Ancient Rome and other poems (1928)* 

Part Vll Ovid, Afuleids, Mvsaeus). General books on Ovid 

include L. P* Wilkinson, Oi?id Recalled (abridged as Ovid Surveyed, 1962), 
H. Frankel, Ovid: A Poet hetmeen Ttpo Worlds (i 945 )- also the formers 
Greek Myths m OvuTs Metamorphoses (in Ovidiana, Paris, igstt), and L. JC 
Born, Ovid and AUegory (in Speculum, IX, 1934) J and, among many other 
works on the inAuence of Ovid, W* Brewer, Ovid's Metamorphoses m 
European Culture (1933), D. P, Harding, Milton and the R^tssance Ovid 
(1946), C H. Haskins, The Renaissante of the Tavlfth Century (iQ^k 
Marj' Renault has wTictcn two mjihological novels about Theseus, The 
King Must Dte (1958) and The Bull from the Sea (1962). Other specif 
Studies of the myths discussed here arc by j> M. Woodward, Perseus (i 937 h 
S. Freud, Medusa's Head (1922), \\\ Stechow, Philemon and Saucss m Art 
(in / Warburg and Courtauld Inst. IV, 1940)1 i* Fontenrose, Philemon 
Lot Lyeaon (in. Univ. California PubL Ciuss, Phil. XI 11 ,1945^ ^ rw + 
The best edition of Apuleius, Cupid and Psyche, is still L, C Pursers 
(1910), but there is a shortage of critical worts in English (except for 
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certain arricics, notably by B. E. Pcrr>). For the nature of feir)-tales sec 
i "rolldcn, Fijiry Storks (i946J> C S. Lewis, An Entp^rimaii in 
Cnti^iSFfi and F, RikJin, fVish-Fulfitflient and Sj^&oiftnt hj Fuhy- 

{1916)^ as well as earlier works b)' the brothers Grimm and Andrew 
Lang and the writings a^ut folk-tales listed in conneedtm with ?in I 
E. Ruhde^ Psjekr (English ed., 1925), deals ertensivcly with the implici- 
Dons of the henoine^s name^ On its alle^rical possibilities compare 
P. HinkSf Myth and Aikgory in Aneknt Art (1939), and on the allegorical 
uses made of other ancient mythographical writers D* Drew, Tht 
AJkgorj of the Aeneid (1927), L.' JL Born (set above under OvidJ. Plato’s 
use of myth is discussed by J. A. Stewart, The Myths of Piaio (ed. by 
G. R. Levy, 19^1)1 and early Christian attacks on pagan myth by G. E. 
hlcCracken, Amobiust The Case {Sgasnst the Pagans (1949). 


^ In addition to the works listed in connection with Part VII above, there 
IS an eitensive, though very incomplete, literature about the utUizations 
and adaptations of Greek and Roman myths by medieval. Renaissance and 
modem writers and artists. The litcranii' debts are summarized bv J. A, K. 
Thomson, The Crff;t Tradition (1915), The CiASskai Background of 
^gUsh Ut^ature (194S) and dassscal Infuencts on English Poetry (195iX 
Gilbert Highet, The Ctasskai Tradition (1949), G» S. Gordon, English 
Uterasure and the Classks (1912), E. M. 'iV* TiUyard, Some Mythkat 
Elements tn EngUsh ZjV^rdtBtrf (1961), A. M, Young, Legend Builders of the 
FFerf (1959). S« also J. Seznec, The Survival of she Pagan Gods (1940; 

English cdSr, 1953, 100 ; and Venus Revisited (MetTopolitan Seminais 
ui An, 102), ^ 

Renaissance then is a comprehensive survey by D. Bush, 
Mycology and the Renaissance Tradition (1932), with special studies by 
* T. Starnes and E. VV, Talbert, ClasskalMyth and Legend m Renaksanee 
Dicnoi^rtesimsl R. KL Rom, CkssieM Mythology in Shakespeare 

Shakespeare and the CAiMffj (1952), C G. Osgood, 
The Ckssteal Mythology of Milton's English Poems (1900). 

F. E. M^uel ^tes how^ The Eighteenth Century Conjronis the Creeks 
(1959) and a SleincT about The Death of Tragedy On the Germans 

^ Greeks (1942), and E. M. Butler, 

« ,1 j GrrwMj, (1935), See generally D* Bush, 

jWjrrAofijgy and the Rotnanttc Tradition (1937), and about later times H. A. 
Qarkc, Aiks^ Myths m Modem Poets (igio), W, Pach, The Classical 
I radiison m Modern Art (1959) and A. McGlashcn, Datly Paper Pantheon 
(on comic stnps: Lancet^ 1953, p. zjgj. 
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HcspcKdcs, too, 271, 296, 439 
Hestia (Vesta), 100, 440 
Heync, Christian, 318 
Hiawatha, 148 
Hills, 100, toE 
Himera, 263 
Hints, R., 159, 383 
Hipparchus, 207 
Hippodamia, i$], 14^ 

Hippolyta, 391, 442 
Hippolytus, 116, t66, 206, 270^1, 
39 439i 44^ 
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Hittites, 33,34.38.93.95.1 “4. 

126, 131, 189, 40* 

Hobson, H., 324 
Hoffmansthal, Hugo von, 232 
Hblderlid, Johann C, F., 5^"3 j 
125-6, t30, 209, 228-9, 

285-6, 422 

Homer, «c, 108, 109,112, ug, 137, 

* 39 i * 54 t * 55 . *74. ** 5 . 

187-S, 219, 220, 243, 246, 263, 

264,282, 299,333, 338.3751 37^‘ 
419, 428, 44* 

Iliad, 27-69, tio, *3*. *3^. 
135,138,140, 14*. *4®. *80, 
191, 20S, 271, 333. 33&i ^5 
Oiyiffy, 70^. 107. *2^. *^4. 
136,138,148. *79. *®°. *3Si 
191, 2 oE, 270,296,298, 310, 

333. 34^s 344. 345. 4*SJ*^’ 
17, 18, ig 
1 lotneridae, 37 
Hope (ELpis), *25 
Hopld^, G, M.^5 424 
Horace, lis, 352,417 ; 4S 
Horae (Seasons), 128, 134 
I'lcraTti, the, 368 
hloradus Codes, 363, 36S-7 r 
Horatius, Marcus, 369 
Homey, Karen, 232 
Hostilius, see TuUus 
Hotspur, 41-2 

Hough, Graham, 132, 406-7, 4*6 

Housmaj], A, E., 298 , 43 ^ 

huhfh, 67, 187, 188, 224, 247 

Humbaba, 126, 271 

Hunt, I-eigh, 302, 430 

Hurri, Hurrians, 95, 114,401 

Hurrip, 50 

Hyades, 129 

Hydra, 270 

Hylas, 289,290 

H^'perenor, 129 
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Hypcrcs, 129 

Hyperion, loO, 128, 440, 443 
Hypsipylc, 290, 301 
Hyricus, 129 

Impetus, 100, loij 1285.129? 4®* 
lasion, 4S» 103 
lasus, 443 

Ibsen, Henrit, 195, 258, 285. 4^' 
rbycus, 174 
Icaria, 176 
Icarian Sea, 385 
Icuus, 385-^; ^9 

Iceland, Icelanders, 47, 55 
Ida, Mt. ”7 

Ida, Mt. (Mysia). 103, 331, 44^ 
Idmon, 289, 291 
Idomcncus, 35 
Idochea, 241, 310 
Ilia, see Rhea Silvia 
llithyia (Ludna), 134; 26 
Illuyank^, 126 
Hus, 4$ 

Im, 112 
Inachus, 280 
India, see Harappa, Fururavas, 
Vedas 

Indians, American, sec American 
Indians 

Ino, 72, 277,278, 298 
To, 202-3,205, 2 o 6, 280 
lobates, 439 

lokus, 289, 293, 294, 297 
Ion, 402,440-1 

Ionia, lonians, Ionic, 35, 3^1 
39, 59, log, iT3> ^34i 13^^ 
13B, 2oS, 340, 402. 4'9» 

441 

Iphigenia, 58, 

182, 18^ 190^ 4 ^ 

Iphimcdcta, 128 

Iris, 32,143,291,29s, 33*»3Wt +21 


Iroquois, 120, 416 
Irus, 7^i, 88 
Isaiah, 187 
Ishtar, lib, 150 
Isis, 147, 4^4 

Ismcnc, 218, 219, 238-40, 245 

Israel, see Hebrew's 

Ithaca, 70,71, 74 » 75 : 9 * 

Itys, 3171 442 

Ildus, see: Ascanius 

l3dun, 212, 305, 44t, 442 


Jaeger, W., 175 
James 1 and VI, 381 
James, William, 230 
Jansenists, 225 
Japan, 283, 311 
Jarmo, 146 
Jaroslav, 191 
Jason of Pherac, 257 
Jason, son of Aeson, 81, 103, 
2 S 9 - 303 » 39 *. 392 . 39 *: 4 * 8 ^ 
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Java, 229 

Jelal al Din Romi, 284 

Jensen, A-, 82, 341 

Jeremiah, 206 

Jessica, 381 

Jesus, see Christ 

Jew^, see Hebrews 

Job, 189, 206, 209 

Jocasta, 215-16, 2 i 8 . 219. ^ 33 . 

246, 273 4T 
Johnson, F^'vind, 81 
Jones, Tom, 79 
Joppa, 398 
Joyce, James, 79, 386 
Juan, Don, sec IXm Giovanni 
Judas bcariot, 229 
Julian the Apostate, 423 
Juliet, 381 

Julius Caesar, see Caesar 
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Jung, C G., Elf i5i“Z, 157* 210* 

Junius Brutus, Lucius, see Brutus 
Jupiter, see Zeus 
Justice, sec Dike 
Justin Martyr, 397 
Jutuma, 33a 


Kalevala, see Finland 
Kanishka, 139 

Kant, Immanuel, 151^1, 316 
Karamazov, Brothers, 77, 1S7 
Kazantzakls, 80 

Keats, John, 59,130, 140,210, 4 i 8 » 

424 > 430. 440 
Keb* 112 
Kentucky, 283 
Kcrrnyi, K., 137, 141 
Keret, 42, 50 
Kertch, see Panticapacum 
Khabar, R., 114 
Kierkegaard, Sarcu, 229 
Kingsley, Charles, 302-3, 371, 399 
Kitto, 11 . D. R, 227 
Klein, Melanie, 232 
Kluckhohn, C, 155, 159 
Kokoschka, Oskar, 321, 323^4 
Kore, see Persephone 
Kranz, W^, 62 
Kumana, it 2 
Kumarbi, i [4 
Kwoih, 60 


Labdacus, 219, 280 
Labyrinth, 385-6, 389-90; Jj, 
Lacedaemon, son of Taygeic, 129 
l<accdaciDun (Spana), 28, 39, 55, 
64, 70-1, 75, 155, 180, 1S6, 220, 
236, 254, 270, 283, 412, 416 
Lachesis, 439 
Laconia, 387 


Ladon, R., 440 
l^ertes, 77, 129 
Laestrygoncs, 74 
La Fontaine, Jean de, 424 
Laius, 2t5-t8, 219, 220 
Lamentation, R. of, sec Gjcytus 
LamU, 418 
Lancelot, 41 

I^ng, Andrew, 60, 82, 151, 300 
Langland, William, 272 
l^DOOon, 289, 326 
Laomedon, 45,. 402, 441, 444 
Lapkhs, 193, 391, 442: ^2 
l^apland, Lapps, 84 
Larentia, Acoa, 349, 357 
Lars Porscn(na), see Porsena 
Lamus>, Spurius, 363 
Latinus, 103, 129,330,337, 355 
Latium, Latins, 325, 33Ch'2, 333, 
337.33S-9.349» 35^ 3^- 3^5 

Latona, see Lcto 
Lauchme, 365 
Usinia, 330, 335, 336, 35^ 
Lavinium, 325, 337, 349 
Law, William, 229 
Lcander, 381, 425; 97 
Lear, King, 226 
Learchu-s, 280 

l^a, 132, i 3 i, 236, 439,441 i 
Lee, Nathaniel, 228 
Legend, sec Myth, divisions of 
l^mnos, 169, 590,442 
l,enaea, 177 n. 

Leonardo da Vinci, 64,384 
Leopardi, Giacomo, ijO 
Lcrua, 270 
Lesbos, 35, 322, 359 
Lethe, 330 

Lelo (Latona), 31, 102, 128, 
i 33 “ 4 . 441. 444; 
l^ucas, 91 
Leucippus, 440 
Lcuoothca, see Ino 
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Levy, G, R., 389-90 
Libya, country, *96, 309, 395 
Libya, daughiCT of Epaphus, 280 
‘Linear script, 33, 36, 60, 64, 
137, 144, 2S3 
Lipetjitz, Jacques, 212; 44 
Liiiope, 381 

Livius Andronicus, 78, 333 
Livy, 349 -SSi 3S7> 3b3> 3^5i 
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Lobeck, C. A,, 300 
Logue, Christopher, 249 
[johengrin, 417 

LongftUow, H. W., 148, 2io--ti 
Longinus, 36 

Ijaxrcoa the Magniheent, 2S5 
Lotophagi (Locus Eaters), 7+ 
Luccres, 358 
Lucian, 158 

Lucius (the Ass), 414,417,422 

Lucius Junius Bmtus, see Brutus 

Lucius Verus, see Veins 

Luck, sec Tychc 

Lucret^, 3^, 37 74 

Lucretius, 308, 333 

l^ucumo, 365 

Luna, see Selene 

Lupcrcal, 349,357 

Lycaon, 399, 401 

Lycaonia, 405 

Lycia, 136, 137 

Lyctus, tat 

Lycurgus of Tcgea, 443 
Lj-curgus of Thrace, 241, 281 
Lycus, 129,439 
Lydia, 68, 276, 441 


Machiavelli, Niccolo, 354 
MadauniS, 414 

Maenads, 27S-6> 277,278,283,322, 

390; ^ 

Marchen, see Myths, divisions of 
Maia, 129, 443 
Malaya, 82 

Malekula (New Hebrides), see 
Melanesia 

Malinowski, Bronislaw, 145, 157 » 
160, 231 

Malmtu, A,, 379 
Malchus, T, B,-, 66 
Manichaeaus, 225 
Mann, Thomas, 150, 160, 319 
Mannhardt, J. W, E., 8i 
Mantua, 307 

Maoris, IT2, 117, 150, 220 
Marcell us, 330 
Marcia, 364 
Marcius, see Ancus 
Marcus AurtlitES, see Aurelius 
Maidut, 104, 131, 206* 34 
Mari, 114 
Mark, St, 383 

Marlowe, Christopher, 58,315,428, 
429 

Marpessus, 340 
MarsUio Ficino, 209, 383 
Marsyas, 44 
Martianus Capella, 422 
Mary, Virgin, 147, 377 . 397 
Mass!, 220 
Mastama, 367,369 
Madssr, Henn, 115^ 389 i 
Matthad, Louise, 55 
Maugham, Somerset, 284-5 
Mauriac, Francois, 154 
Mbercwalald, 122 


Macaulay, T, B., 353,369^0 ^ , 

Macbeth, 224 Mdaourouch, sec Madiurus 

Macedonia, 65, 267, 283. =85, 336, Mteone (Field of Poppi«), lOi 
340; 22, 9/ IP3. I2S. 261, 293^^, 

Machaon, 30, 442 a 99 - 3 «. 39 *» 4^8! 60 
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Mcdon* 76 

Medusa, 395, 396-8; 90 
^Megalopolis,. 348 

Megora, (69, 176, jSg, 273, 359, 
44^.444 

McLmcsia, 8z, 145, 150, 231, 341, 
847 . 

MeUnippe, 266 
Melanthius, 76, S9 
Mdeager of Gadara, 394, 419, 
421 

Mdeager^ son of Aldiaea, 169^ 236^ 
2^.393 

Meliae (ash-tKC nymphs), 100,306 
MeLiceries, 280 
Melissa, 309 

Melville, Herman, 211, 319 
Memnon, 37, 103, 440, 443, 444 
Memory, see \liienici£)’iic 
Menander, *77 n, 

Mcnelaus, 28,46-7, 71, Si, 87, 89, 
95-6, 14S, 163-5, 19^, 

261, 310; j, 2 

Menoeccus, father of Creon, 219, 
281 

Menoeccus, son of Creon, 219 
Mcnoedus, 121, 129 
Meotes, 70 
Mentor, 70 
Mephistophelfs, 209 
Mercury (Hermes), 317,403-5,414, 
422; 94, 

Meredith, George, 154 
Mcropc, t29 
Messene, 138, 265 
Mctanlra, 142-3 
Metham, John, 380-1 
Methods, theories and interprE- 
taiions of mythology 
actiologicaJ, 121-3, 3™. 34*. 
35 M» 363. 3 ^* 403 

allegorical, lut, 156, 310, 381, 
397, 418-24 


anthropological, xix, 60,82,85, 
94,109,112,116,122,145-7, 
153, 155, 160, 231, 283, 
3CM^i, 318, 416-18 

archaeological, 34,49-50,94-5, 
103-4, 112, 114, 116, ii 3 , 
271-2, 300-1, 318, 359. 
364-7, 389, 401-2 
artistic, 39-40, 123, 127, 270, 
320-1 

Qirisdantzing, 126, -153, 156, 

377 . 383. 397 * 405^. 43 ^*. 

422 

comic, 63, 132, 177 n,, 256, 
269, 285, 4x6, 429; 9 
Euhemeristic, sec rationalmog 
literary', 22, 61, 159, 172-9, 
301, 315-20, and passm 
mystic, 148-9, 232, 285, 313, 
343 - 6 . 390 >. 414. 4^3 

natureHsymholism, see soUr, 
year-god 

patriodc, i93-‘4, 237, 336-8, 
347-3. 351-3. 359 
philological, 115,118,3^, 403, 
424; see also aedological 
phUofiophical, 105, iio, 208, 

285, 3 »^ 346. 38^-3. 4*0, 
406, 419-23 

psychoanalytical, ais, 83, 
150-3,195,19S, 220,228-33, 
^3. 3S3-4, 397-8 
rationalizing, 132, 263-7, ^ 3 . 
298, 300 

romantic, 299-300, 334, 377, 
428 

sceptical, see rationalizing 
shamanistic, 82, 139-40, 283, 
312, 397 

solar, It8,120, izz, 295 
year-god, ijt, 147, 173 
Metis, 102 

Mettius Curtins, see Curtius 
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Mtiico^ 38 
Mczcntius, 331, 338 
Miohid, Archangel, 209 
Michelangelo, 209, 274, 285, 338, 
371, 44*1 JO, JO, 57 
Michdei, Jules, 310 
MilaniOD, 394 

Miletus, 37, iiOt nSj * 75 ^ 

282, 297,408 
Milles, Orl, 324; 6j 
Milton, John, xije, 64, 120, 1271 
153-4,209, 308,322, 338-^. 3781 
383, 4^1, 42^ 

Minerva, 341, 366, 39 S» 

4041 7J 

Minos, Minoans, 36, 50, 75, 92, 
117, 132, 146, 169,282, 283,297, 
359. 3®M- 390p 439- 

440, 441, 442, 444; J2, S 4 ^ 

S8 

Minotaur, 302, 386-9, 390,392: 3 jt 

8s,86 

Minyas, Minyans, 2S9,297, 443 
Mirandola, see Pieo 
Misenus, 328 
Mitanni, 114 

Mnemosyne, 99, too, 102, (05, 128, 
202, 2p, 309,414, 441 
Moby Dick, 211 

Moirac (Fates), 68, 100, 102, 105, 
128,185,202, 206,331, 33Sr 339- 
439 

MoUire, 424 
Mongolia, 222, 312 
MoEiiDOuth, Gcoffricy of, 58 
Mons, 65 
Montaigne, 308 
Montenegro, 191 
Montherlant, H. de., 389; 8 s 
Monti, Vinctnao, 209-10 
Moon, see Selene 
Mwre, George, 197 
Mopsus, 289, 296 


Morris, William, 106, 303, 424 
Moses, 220^ 354,355 
Mossynoeci, 292 

Mother, Great, see Demcier, also 
Cybek 

Miiller, K. 0,301 
MtUler, Mai, 118 
Muir, Edwin, 59,234, 317 
Murdoch, Iris, 90, 3^ 

Murray, Gilbert, 284 

Musaqus (Grammaticus), 425, 428, 

4^9 

Musaeus, pupil of Orphciui, 428 
Mj-calc, 37 

Mycenae, 33-4, 3 St 3 ^- 38-9^ 

64, 87, 90, 92, 93 . I Ml 138* 141. 
144,146,179, 219- 13s. ^ 3 .297. 
34 ^- 3 ^ 7 . 3961 4 J 
M>Tes, Sir John, 57 
Mj-xinidons, 29, 439 
Myth, divisions of 

allegory, m, ($6, 310, 382, 

397 . 

filryHlale, n, 81-2, 297, 303, 
414-18 

folk-tale, 3 tr, 155. 220, 
168, 297, (311, 391. 394- 

hero-tale, 35, gS, 51, 235-6, 
317* 3 M 

legend, n, 34 . 312, 3 * 7 . 

319. 3 S 3 » 3 b 3 . 36S, 391 

m^chen, see faity-tale, folk* 
tale 

pseudo-myth, 156, 318, 337, 

347 

riddle, 95, 221 
saga, see legend, hrrw-lale 


Nacke, 384 
Naeviiis, 333 
Naga, 417 
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Naiads, 290, 440, 441 
Naples, see Ncapolis 
Napoleon, 210 
Narcissus, 381-5; 7^, 79 
Narscs, 341 
Nashe, Thomas, 429 
Naucratis, 320 n. 

Nausicaa, 72-3, 79, 84, 91 
Nausinous, 103, 129 
Nausithous, 103, 129 
Na\’aio Indians, 112 
Naxos, 359,385, 390, 391; ^4 
Ncapolis, 91, 339, 340,439; 9/ 
Nccromanc)', 92, 235, 340 
Nemea, 270 

Nemesis, 68-9, loo, 128, 187, 203, 
381 

Nemi, Lake, 342; 64 
Neoptolemus (PjTrhus), 45, 138, 

181, 327. 337 

Neptune (Posidon), 304, 325, 328, 

33 L 35 L 387 nM 39 *. 395 . 399 
Nereids, 45, 128,440, 442 
Ncreus, 45, 128, 205, 304, 355 
Ncssus, 270 

Nestor, 29, 30, 34, 47, 70 
Nesr Caledonia, see Melanesia 
Newcastle, 369 
New Guinea, 416 
New Hebrides, see Melanesia 
New Mexico, 103 
New Testament, see Qiristianit)' 
New Zealand, see Maoris 
Nicaea, 59 
Nicodemus, 272 
Nicolson, Sir H., 377 
NictTsche, Frieiich, 81, 151, 211, 
227. 229, 233, 262-3, 286 
Night, see Nyx 
Nihosdzan Esdza, 112 
Nilsson, M. P., 387 
Ninus, 379, 414 
Niobe, 181, 240, 441, 444 


Nippur, 401 
Nisir, Ml, 401 

Nisus, brother of Eur^alus (son of 
Hma^), 332 

Nisus, king of Megara, 169, 442 

Noah, 401, 403 

Nola, 340 

Norroway, 417 

Noth Wind, see Boreas 

Notus, 444 

Novalis, 53, 229, 323 

Nucr, 60 

Numa Pompilius, 363, 364, 440 
Numitor, 349, 350, 356; 68 
Nun, no 
Nut, 112 
Nycteus, 129, 181 
NjTnphs, see Dryads, Meliae, 
Naiads, Nereids, Oreads 
Nyx, too, 128,187,439; JO 


Obriarcus, see Briareus 
Oceanus, too, 109-10, 121, 128, 
142,181, 200, 201, 203, 206,297, 
443 

Odysseus (Ulysses), 28, 29, 37, 42 , 
47 . 59 . 70-8^ 85, 88, 89, 91-4. 
95, 103, 129, 165, 180, 220, 311, 

3 * 4 . 34 ^. 343 . 39^,; 9 . V. 

2/ 

Oedipus, 215-37, 238, 243, 2760., 

355 . 39 *; 4 ^. 47 
Oeneus, 394 
Oenomaus, 181 
Oenonc,44i 
Oflfenbach, 322 
Ogier le Danois, 272 
O^lvie, R. M., 354 
Ogulnii, 357 
Ogj-gia, 70, 71, 91; 

Old Testament, see Hebrews 
Olen, 136 
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Olymp'u, Olympic Games, 137,193, 
270; 

Olympus, 28, 34, 61, 63, 04-5, 70, 
^,90,99,100, loi, 102,117,120, 
126,127, 130,134,143. *84,192. 
194, 272,273, 277, 282, 283, 290, 
29*. 399 . 42*, 424; 

O’Neill, Eugene, 197-8 
Onomacritus, 312 
Opis, 332 

Orchomenus, 292, 297, 298 
Oreads, 100 

Orestes, 166, i68, 172, 180-2, 183, 
190,191,193. *95-9.260; 42 
Ore^d, 180-94, 197-95 43 
Orflf, Karl, 229 
Orion, 442 
Orontes, R., 50, 154 
Orozco, 421 

Orpheus, 92, 255, 272, 289, 290, 
291, 304'^. 309. 3*2-19. 321-4. 
330. 383. 384; 

Orphic movement, books, 140, 202, 
283, 312-16, 343 
Orthia, see Artemis 
Orty^, 133, 140 
Osiris, 147, 174 
Ossa, Mt, 127, 290 
Othrys, Mt, loi, 126 
Otrere, 280 
Otto, W. F., 376 
Otus, 127, 128 

Ovid, 127, 301, 308, 318, 320, 
321-2, 348, 375-40^. 427, 429; 

75-94 


Padua, sec Pauvium 
Padus (Po), R., see Eridanus 
Paean, 137 

Paestum, see Posidonia 
Pagasac, 257, 289, 296 


Page, D., 37, *9® 

Paieon, 137,138 
Palaeolithic epochs, 92, 145, 389 
Palermo, 61 
Palinurus, 328 
Pallas Athene, sec Athene 
Pallas, son of E>'andcr, 33 *" 2 . 333 . 
336 

Pan, 126, 441, 4445 9 ^ 

Pandarus, 28, 129 
Pandion, 442, 443 
Pandora, 124-5, 402 
Panopeus, 209 
Panticapaeum, S3 
Panyassis, 270 
Papa, 112 

Parcac (Fates), sec Moirae 
Paris, 28,29,37,45,4^. 47 ,48, *63. 

165, 180,441-2; 4,// 

Parnassus, Mt, 59, 135, 139 . 4 °®, 

33 „ 

Paros, 119, 144. ^ 74 . 3 ®$ 

Pascoli, Giovanni, 81 

Pasiphae, 386, 387-9, 39 *. 4435 

Patavium, 274, 352 

Pater, W^tcr, 116 

Patroclus, 30, 31, 3^ 4 ^, 44 . 5 ^ 

53 - 4 . 55 . 935 7 
Paul, St, 141, 3 * 2 . 405 
Pausanias, 45 
Pa\-cse, Cesare, 110 
Peace, see Eircnc 
Pedasus, 359 
Pegasus, 4395 90 
Pelcus, 27, 31, 3^, 45. 47, *® 3 . 

290, 355. 439. 44* 

Pelias, 289, 293 
Pclion, Mt, 43, 127, 289; 59 
Pelopcnnesc, 173. * 7 ^. * 94 . * 7 ® 
Peloponnesian War, 78, 237, 244, 
260 

Pelops, 179, 181, 444 
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Penelope, 70, 71, 72, 75-7, 84, 86, 

9*» 344; ^9 

Pcntelicon, Ml., 176 
Penthesilea, 37; 5 
Peniheus, 275, 276, 277-9, 280, 
281, 2^^; 55 
Pergamum, 127 
Peri, 322 
Pericles, 244 
Pcrrault, Charles, 415 
Persephone, 92, 102, 128, 132, 142, 

*43-4» *47. *4*. *50. *53. *54. 
*57. *95. 256, 271, 305-6, 311, 
34*. 342, 39*. 4*2, 4*3. 442; 35, 
37 

Perseus, 132, 302, 394-9; 92 
Persians, 38, 139, 166, 172, 175, 

2^^ 398 

Pessinus, 440 
Petrarch, 354, 444 
Phaeacia, 72, 74, 75, 296 
Phaedra, 263, 388, 391, 441 
Phaedrus, 225 

Phaethon, son of Cephalus, 103, 

443 

Phaethon, son of Helios, 295, 391, 

442, 443 
Pharos, 71 
Phasis, R., 293 
Phemc (Rumour), 105 
Phemius, 76, 85 
Pherac, 253-7, 289 
Phereo’des of Athens, 194 
Pherec>des of Svtus, i 10 
Pheres, 261-2 
Philemon, 403-7; 94 
Philetas, 311 

Philip II of Spain and I of England, 

m 

Philip IV of Spain, 130 
Philoaetes, 78, 441,442 
Philodamus, 281 
Philologia, 422 


Philomela, 442 
Philostratus, 418 
Phineus, 241, 290-1, 396 
Phlegra, 340 
Phlegraean I^ain, 340 
Phlcgcthon, R., sec P)Tiphlegc- 
thon 

Phlius, 173 

Phocis, 168, 169, 209, 443 
Phocylides, 189 
Phoebe, 100, 128 
Phoebus, see Apollo 
Phoenicians, 37, 49, 50, 114, 147, 
272, 388 

Phoenix, son of Agenor, 132, 280, 
388 

Phoenix, son of Amviitor, 29 
Phoc> 1 idcs, 189 
Phorc>-s, 395, 442; 90 
Phrixus, 289, 292, 298 
PhTN-gia, 38,14X, 282,343,403,405, 
44*. 

Phr^Tiichus, 175, 256 
Phylacus, 443 

Picasso, Pablo, 321, 389; 86 
Pictor, Fabius, 357 
Pico della Mirandola, 422 
Pieria, 277 

Piero di Cosimo, 442; g8 
Pilate, Pontius, 272 
Pindar, 37, 51, 78, 106, 131, 148, 
175,180, 182, 184, 185, 186,187, 
188, 205, 264, 273, 297-8, 309, 
3*4.. 396, 403 
Pinturiochio, 19 
Piranesi, Giovanni Battista, 69 
Pirithous, 132, 391, 393, 442; ^2 
Pisander, 270 

Pisistratus, son of Nestor, 70, 87-8, 

.207 

Pisistratus, t>Tant of Athens, 37, 
176 

Pittheus, 391 
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Plato, io6, io8, 112-13, 124, 145, 
185,188,208,227,270,28s, 310, 
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238, 240, 241-3, 270, 273 n., 
275, 276, 277, 280, 439 
Themis, loo, T02, 128, 129, 134, 
138, 171, 201, 205, 400, 439 
ThcmkcyTa, 280, 292 
Themisrius, 149 
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Tircsias, 74, 75, 77, 92, 215, 221, 
241, 263,176 and n., 343, 381 
Tiiyns, 33, 270-^ 

Tisamenus, 181 
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38, 44. 48. 49» SO. 54. 56, 57* S8* 
59, 63, 64,68, 70, 74, 77,81, 91, 
93, 163, 164, 165, 166, 167, 180, 
184, 261, 268, 325, 326, 3271 
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